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From Back Cover…

Brotherly love…
It was Sophia's wedding day, but she wasn't a happy and radiant bride. How could she feel anything but blue when she wasn't marrying Godfrey, the man she'd loved and the father of the baby she was expecting? Instead she was to wed Godfrey's younger brother. Jonathon Parnell was coldly handsome, and ruthless about carrying out the deathbed promise he'd made to Godfrey: to marry Sophia and give their baby legitimacy and financial security.

Jonathon had assured Sophia that this would be a marriage in name only, but now she was beginning to realize that he expected her to act the role of his wife—in every sense….

"Another display of superb storytelling." 
—Romantic Times
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Excerpt…

"I'm a fool, a silly little fool!"

His face softened at her distress. "No, not a silly fool. A sweet, trusting soul who needs a crash course in life if she's to survive in this world. You lived a fantasy life with Godfrey, Sophia. It wasn't real. My brother always ran away from life and, for a while, so did you. Maybe it's time you joined the real world…saw what real men are like!"

"What…what do you mean?"

"You know very well what I mean."

The Bride In Blue
by

Miranda Lee
CHAPTER ONE

'It's time, Sophia.'

A shudder rippled down Sophia's spine at the sound of the quietly spoken words. Taking a deep steadying breath, she turned from where she'd been standing at the bedroom window, staring blindly out at the lengthening shadows.

She tried not to look as wretched as she felt. After all, a bride was supposed to be happy on her wedding-day. But it was impossible to smile, or feel anything other than depressed.

The man who was about to become her husband filled the open doorway, looking impressive in a beautifully tailored grey three-piece suit. Sophia had always thought him a strikingly handsome man, with his strongly sculptured face, jet-black hair and com​pelling blue eyes. But it was a cold, forbidding kind of beauty, and she had never warmed to it. She shivered when his dark brows drew together, nar​rowed eyes sweeping over her.

'You're not wearing white,' he said brusquely.

Gulping, she glanced down at the pale blue suit she herself had chosen, mostly because the softly pleated skirt and thigh-length jacket disguised her rapidly changing figure. It had a matching hat—a small soft thing with a blue flower on one side and a wispy veil that came down over her forehead.

When Wilma had tried to steer her towards some​thing white, she'd been firm in her refusal. White would have been hypocritical. Not because she thought herself impure, but because her wedding was not a romantic wedding. It was simply the fulfilling of a deathbed promise.

'No,' she said. 'I'm not.'

Her succinct answer was not inspired by defiance but by fear. Jonathon Parnell frightened the life out of her.

Sophia had never met a man as intimidating as Godfrey's younger brother. Not even Joe, her bullying stepfather, had produced the sorts of reactions in her this man could produce. She fairly quailed in Jonathon's presence, becoming tongue-tied or simply stupid. Sometimes she even stammered, which was why she tried to answer him in monosyllables.

'You were entitled to wear white,' he growled. 'Any wrongdoing lay entirely with my brother.'

Her dark brown eyes flung wide at this unjust mis​reading of what Godfrey had supposedly done. Perhaps he should have told her he was married, but there had been no heartless seduction, no taking ad​vantage of her tender age, or forcing her against her will. She'd gone to his bed willingly and would have done it more than that one time, if she'd had the chance.

But of course, she hadn't had the chance. Godfrey had collapsed the following day and within a few short weeks, he was gone. She would never see him again. He would never see his baby…
Tears filled her eyes.

'Come now, don't cry,' Jonathon ordered curtly, drawing a snow-white handkerchief out of his jacket pocket as he strode across the room. 'What's done is done. Don't go messing up those lovely eyes of yours.'

This most uncharacteristic compliment flustered Sophia, as did the feel of Jonathon's large hands pressing the handkerchief into her tremulous fingers.

That was another of the things about him that she found intimidating. His size. He was a very big man. Not only tall, but powerfully built with broad shoulders, a massive chest and long muscular legs.

Godfrey had been much shorter and of a slight build, with elegant, almost feminine hands. He hadn't towered over Sophia's five-foot-two frame as his brother did; hadn't made her feel like a child by com​parison. Jonathon could pick her up and snap her in two, if he wanted to.

'Th-thanks,' she said, her voice and hands both shaking as she dabbed at her eyes.

'Why do you always act as though you're scared to death of me?' Jonathon growled.

There was something other than exasperation in his voice that made her glance up at him through her soggy lashes. But the hard blue eyes that looked back at her were as remote and unreadable as ever.

'I… I d-don't mean to,' she whispered, but her husky stammering belied her words.

A guilty remorse curled her stomach. The man de​served better than her irrational and no doubt irritat​ing nervousness whenever he came within three feet of her. His treatment of her since Godfrey's death had been impeccable. He'd brought her to live in his own home, provided her with every material thing she could possibly want, even had his own secretary be​friend her so that she wouldn't be lonely for female companionship.

And now… now he was about to give her what no other person could. The name of Parnell for her baby. Her beloved Godfrey's name.

The least she could do was show gratitude, not fear. After all, he wasn't expecting anything from her in return. The marriage would be in name only, to be quietly terminated at some future date.

'Smile, then,' he commanded.

The smile she dragged up proved acting was not her forte. When Jonathon sighed, Sophia's smile faded, her wretchedness returning. Only by a supreme effort of will did she keep the tears at bay.

His hand on her arm was as firm as his voice. 'Come along. People are waiting.'

Instant alarm had her resisting his pull. 'People? But I thought… I mean…'

Jonathon's face carried frustration. 'For pity's sake, don't get me wrong. People does not mean a crowd. There's only Mother, Harvey, Wilma, Maud and the celebrant. OK?' he asked with exaggerated patience.

Her eyes told him that things were far from OK, but she nodded her compliance.

'Shall we go, then?'

'I suppose so,' she replied resignedly, the first smoothly delivered answer she had ever given him. Odd that it seemed to irk him as much as her usual gibberish.

Sophia realised at that moment that Godfrey's brother found everything about her a trial of the first order, not just her lack of confidence and sophisti​cation. He'd done his best to hide his frustration with her and the unenviable position his vow to his brother had put him in, but she could see now that the coolly aloof manner he adopted with her hid a very real annoyance.

The thought upset her, so much so that as Jonathon was leading her down the wide sweeping staircase, she felt impelled to say something.

'Jonathon,' she began, doing her very best not to stammer or bumble her way over his name.

Unfortunately, he stopped walking and looked over at her, the last thing she wanted. That cold blue gaze was as unnerving as the rest of him. 'What?'

Sophia licked dry lips before launching forth. 'I just wanted you to know how much I appreciate what you're doing today. I… I also wanted to reassure you that I'll set you free of me as soon as possible.'

There! She'd managed to say it all with only the one little slip-up. She even managed a small smile.

Not, however, with any good effect. That wintry gaze grew frostier, if anything.

Dismay washed through her as her earlier con​clusion about Jonathon's feelings was confirmed. Nothing she could say or do would ever really please him. As soon as possible was not soon enough.

'I think, Sophia,' he returned coolly, 'that Godfrey had a more permanent arrangement in mind when he made me promise to marry you. He wanted his child not only to carry the name of Parnell, but to be brought up a Parnell with all the advantages that would give him or her. Of course, I appreciate that you might wish to be free to find another man like Godfrey to share your life with, which is why I orig​inally suggested a divorce after your baby is born. But please do not feel any pressure to set me free of this marriage.'

'But I can't stay married to you,' she protested. 'Not… not forever!'

His shoulders lifted and fell in a nonchalant shrug. 'I am not suggesting you do. I am, however, telling you that there's no hurry on my part to get another divorce. You've lived here for several weeks without disturbing my equilibrium. In fact, you seem to have fitted into the household exceptionally well. Both Mother and Maud have grown quite fond of you. Since I have no intention of ever marrying again, feel free to embrace the sanctuary of being married to me for as long as you like.'

His mouth pulled back into a sardonic smile. 'If you are concerned for my sex life, then don't give it a second thought. I have never had any trouble finding women to keep me well satisfied in that regard and see no reason why I shall in future. Naturally, I will be discreet. And I expect you to be the same,' he fin​ished on a sharper note.

She stared at him, her eyes rounding. Did he mean what she thought he meant? Did he honestly think that at four months pregnant she would go looking for…for…?

A fierce blush invaded her cheeks. 'I don't think you'll have to worry about me on that score,' she flung at him, outrage making her words flow. 'I loved Godfrey, and I will love him to my dying day. There will be no other man for me. Not ever!'

The corner of his mouth lifted in a cynical fashion. 'A nobly romantic sentiment, I'm sure, but not a very realistic one. You're only nineteen, Sophia. A young woman not yet in her sexual prime. Some day, there'll be another man for you.'

'Maybe so,' she said heatedly, 'but certainly not in the next five months. I don't know how you could suggest such a disgusting thing. I'm carrying Godfrey's child!'

Their eyes clashed and for a split-second Sophia could have sworn she glimpsed something dark and dangerous swirl within those icy blue depths.

'Is there anything wrong, Jonathon?' came a shaky query from below.

Both of their heads snapped around and down.

Ivy Parnell stood at the bottom of the staircase, a frail, white-haired figure dressed in a grey chiffon dress that had a draining effect on her equally grey face. She was looking up at them with a worried expression in her faded blue eyes.

'Not at all, Mother,' Jonathon returned smoothly. 'Sorry to keep you waiting.'

'You sounded as if you were arguing,' came her plaintive remark when they joined her on the Persian rug that covered the black and white tiled foyer.

'Sophia was under the misconception that I might want a divorce as soon as her baby is born,' Jonathon explained. 'I was reassuring her that wasn't the case.'

Ivy turned alarmed eyes towards Sophia. 'Dear child, you shouldn't be worrying about such things at this moment. Why, even when you and Jonathon do eventually get divorced, you're going to stay here with us and we're going to look after you and your baby just as poor Godfrey wanted. We all love you already, don't we, Jonathon? You're the daughter I never had, the sister Jonathon never had. Tell her she must stay.'

Though touched by Ivy's warmth and kindness, Sophia only needed a quick glance Jonathon's way to see he didn't concur with his mother's sentiments. There was no affection for her in his staunchly held face, not even a brotherly one. She was a burden he had to endure, a cross he had to bear. All she could hope was that time would soften his hard heart towards her. Maybe when his niece or nephew was born, his attitude might change. Babies had a way of winding themselves around even the hardest of hearts.

And she did want Jonathon to warm to her. He was the brother of the man she'd loved so very deeply. She wanted her baby's uncle to like her at least. It hurt her that he didn't seem to, especially when she didn't know why exactly.

To be honest, she didn't like him much either. He made her so uncomfortable. Maybe she made him just as uncomfortable. One didn't always need a reason to dislike someone. It could be an instinctive reaction.

Come to think of it, Jonathon had been cold to her from the very first moment they'd met, in Godfrey's hospital room. At the time she'd thought he was em​barrassed, because he'd walked in on them em​bracing, but, looking back, she believed there had been an instant antagonism on his part.

'I've already told Sophia she was welcome to stay,' Jonathon informed his mother somewhat im​patiently. 'And that there's no hurry for a divorce. What there is some hurry for, however, is the mar​riage itself. The celebrant told me he has another ap​pointment at six, so let's go in.'

The celebrant looked relieved as the three of them entered the formal sitting-room where the ceremony was to take place. So did the others.

Wilma shot Jonathon a reproachful glare, which brought a tiny smile to Sophia's lips. Wilma did not fit the stereotyped image of a tycoon's private sec​retary. She wasn't at all beautiful or glamorous or gushingly attentive of her boss. She was pushing forty—skinny, plain, opinionated and downright prickly.

She had been Mr Parnell Senior's secretary before he died, Jonathon inheriting her, along with the family business. In Wilma's words, their relationship had been rocky for a while, but in the end, she and Jonathon had forged an understanding.

Sophia was astounded at the way Wilma spoke to her boss at times, but there again, Jonathon gave as good as he got. Worse, most of the time. Sophia sus​pected that if she'd been his secretary she'd have quit within a week. In a weird way she gained a degree of secret satisfaction at Wilma's liberated stance.

Wilma's scowl vanished when she shifted her regard to Sophia. Now she smiled, mouthing, 'You look beautiful.' Sophia smiled back, feeling a warm gratitude swell her heart. Wilma had become a good friend over the past few weeks. If it hadn't been for her sound common sense and pragmatic advice, Sophia suspected she might have cracked up entirely.

The lady standing next to Wilma had been similarly supportive. Maud had been the housekeeper in the Parnell household since the year dot. No one knew how old she was, but sixty-five would not have been far astray, though she was very sprightly for her age. And a hard worker.

She'd been cool to Sophia at first, till Sophia had made it clear that she had no intention of lounging around Parnell Hall like some parasite. From day one, she'd insisted on doing her own room and en-suite, as well as helping in any way she could.

Sophia had had plenty of practice with housework during her growing-up years and saw no reason to sit around like a useless lump, simply because she was pregnant. Maud had become her champion in this regard a week or two after her arrival when Jonathon expressed the opinion—quite dogmatically—that she shouldn't be doing the cleaning in her 'condition'.

'The girl's pregnant, not sick!' Maud had argued with a forthrightness reminiscent of Wilma. 'When I had my Jerry, I worked right up till they carted me off to the hospital. Provided the girl is healthy, then no harm can come to her. What do you expect her to do, sit around painting her nails all day?'

Sophia had been astounded when this last remark seemed to strike Jonathon dumb, though his eyes spoke volumes. He'd given Maud a savage look and marched off, clearly furious. Maud's grin of secret triumph had sparked a curiosity within Sophia that she hadn't as yet satisfied. Though she did suspect that the lady who had filled in her time painting her nails must have been Jonathon's ex-wife. Who else could have inspired such a reaction?

Sophia found herself thinking of Jonathon's ex-wife again as they stood, side by side, in front of the mar​riage celebrant. All she knew about Jonathon's first marriage was that the divorce had become final only recently. Had his wife been beautiful? Had he loved her as much as she had loved Godfrey? If so, who had divorced whom, and why?

Wilma had implied once or twice that Jonathon had been deeply hurt by his divorce, suggesting that his wife had been at fault. Maybe she'd had an affair…
Sophia found it hard to imagine any woman being unfaithful to Jonathon. Who would dare?

She slid a surreptitious glance over at him, standing ramrod-straight, his shoulders as squared as his chis​elled jaw-line. There wasn't a weak line in either his face or his body. Sophia realised some women might be attracted to Jonathon's strong silent type, but she knew she could only ever be drawn to a man who showed a degree of sensitivity and compassion.

Godfrey had been all sensitivity and compassion.

Sophia could still remember the day they'd first met, when she'd stumbled, weeping, into the old or​chard behind the deserted farmhouse next door. She'd thrown herself down into the cool sweet grass under the spreading branches of an ancient apple tree and cried and cried till there were no tears left.

It was then that Godfrey's gentle voice reached her ears.

'What has happened, lass, to upset you this much? Sit up and tell your Uncle Godfrey all about it.'

Frightened at first, she had shot to her feet, about to run, but the sight of Godfrey sitting at his easel, looking so unlike an accoster of young ladies, eased her fears. His eyes were a gentle grey, his soft brown hair already receding, and he had a way of looking at one that warmed and gladdened the soul.

Jonathon accused his older brother of being a dreamer and a fool, but to her he'd been a saint and a saviour. She hadn't fallen in love that first day when she'd poured out her heart to him. But by the time he'd given her sanctuary two years later he'd meant the world to her.

Her whole chest contracted, her eyes shutting mo​mentarily as she struggled to gather herself. She shouldn't have started thinking about Godfrey. Biting her bottom lip till the pain propelled her out of her reverie, Sophia still found that her fingers had begun twisting feverishly together.

Jonathon clamped both of his large hands over hers, holding them in a rock-like grip as the celebrant started speaking.

'We've come together on this lovely September afternoon to celebrate the marriage of Jonathon and Sophia…'

He droned on, Sophia hating the sentimental words, hating the way Jonathon was holding her still, hating Jonathon. It should have been Godfrey standing beside her, not this cold, heartless individual. Godfrey, with his love of everything fine and gentle and ro​mantic. He'd taught her so much, about music and poetry and literature and art, shown her a world she hadn't known existed, a world he'd always loved but had been denied him most of his life.

Not that Sophia had known about Godfrey's back​ground prior to his falling ill. She hadn't gleaned much about his past life even then, from either Godfrey or Jonathon or Mrs Parnell, who was so upset by her son's advanced cancer that she was incoherent most of the time.

Wilma had finally filled in the missing pieces for her: how Henry Parnell's first-born son had not taken after his father at all, inheriting instead his mother's softer nature, as well as her appreciation of culture and gentility. As an adolescent, Godfrey had yearned to become first a dancer, then a painter, only to have both his ambitions scorned as effeminate by his domi​neering father.

Godfrey, as the elder son, was supposed to follow in his father's footsteps in the family property devel​opment business, but he'd hated the ruthless cut and thrust of the real estate world from the start. Not that he hadn't tried to conform to his autocratic father's wishes. He had, even to marrying the daughter of another wealthy property tycoon, though his failure to sire an heir had only added to his general sense of inadequacy.

When he'd deserted the family company and his unhappy marriage shortly after his father's death of a heart attack, no one had been seriously surprised. Neither had anyone been surprised when Jonathon had slipped into his father's shoes to make Parnell Property Developments more successful than ever. He was the spitting image of his father in looks, business acumen and ambition.

While the family business had benefited by Godfrey's defection, his mother hadn't. Ivy had become ill with worry over wondering where Godfrey was and what he was doing. His only communication had been a letter with a Sydney postmark which he'd sent shortly after he left, saying he was all right but that he had to live his own life and not to worry about him.

Jonathon had tried to trace his whereabouts but could never find him, not knowing that Godfrey had changed his surname to Jones and was living in a run​down farmhouse just outside the old mining town of Lithgow, over a hundred miles from Sydney.

Any happiness and relief Ivy had felt when Godfrey had finally contacted his family had been superseded by her devastation at his illness and subsequent death. Sophia took some comfort from the fact that in five months' time she would be able to put Godfrey's child in Ivy's arms. Maybe then the woman would come really alive again.

An elbow jabbing into her ribs jolted Sophia back to reality.

'Say "I will,"' Jonathon hissed into her ear.

'I… I w-will,' Sophia stammered, to her mortification.

'God,' came the low mutter from beside her.

Jonathon bit out his 'I will' as if he were giving a guilty verdict for murder. When the celebrant pro​nounced them 'as one' in a flowery way, followed by a sickening smirk and a 'you may kiss your bride', Sophia darted Jonathon an anxious look.

She didn't want him to kiss her but she couldn't really see how they could avoid it. Everyone else knew their marriage was a sham, but the celebrant didn't. Jonathon looked just as reluctant to oblige, but, seeing perhaps that he had no alternative, he took Sophia firmly by the shoulders, turned her his way and bent his head.

Sophia steeled herself for the cold imprint of his mouth on hers, so she was somewhat startled to find that the firm lips pressing down on hers were quite warm. Her eyelashes fluttered nervously, her mouth quivering tremulously beneath his. His mouth lifted, and for a second he stared down into her surprised face. Something glittered in that cold blue gaze.

Then he did something that really shocked her.

He kissed her again.

CHAPTER TWO

Sophia's first response was a bitter resentment. Who did he think he was, forcing another kiss on her when he knew she hadn't wanted him to kiss her at all?

But as those determined lips moved over hers a second time, Sophia's resentment was shattered by an astonishing discovery. Jonathon's mouth on hers was not an entirely unpleasant experience.

Of course, I'm not really enjoying it, she kept telling herself for several totally bewildering seconds.

When Jonathon made no move to end the kiss, the pressure of his mouth increasing, if anything, Sophia began to panic. What must the others be thinking? The grip on her shoulders increased as well, his fingers digging into her flesh. When Sophia felt his tongue demanding entry between her lips, she gasped and reefed her head backwards.

Her eyes, which had closed at some stage, flew open, flashing outrage. But Jonathon was already turning away to shake the celebrant's hand.

'I never tire of seeing couples genuinely in love,' the man said, pumping Jonathon's hand. 'But if you don't mind, Mr Parnell, could we sign the appropri​ate documents straight away? I really must dash.'

Jonathon turned back to Sophia then, his eyes and demeanour as unflappable as ever, while her face was burning up, her heart still beating madly in her chest. How dared he presume to kiss her like that?

Not that she didn't know what lay behind it. Frustration. He was frustrated with the situation his deathbed promise to Godfrey had put him in. A kiss, Sophia imagined, could be an expression of anger as well as love—both emotions capable of evoking a fiery passion.

It just showed what kind of man Jonathon was. Nothing like Godfrey at all! Godfrey would never have kissed her out of anger or frustration. Why, Godfrey hadn't even kissed her at all till that fateful night. Even then, she'd been the one to initiate the first kiss. Not that he hadn't kissed her back quickly enough, cupping her cheeks and covering her face with beautiful, gentle kisses.

Her eyes misted with the memory of the sweet pleasure they had evoked, of how they had fulfilled all those wonderfully romantic dreams she'd been harbouring about Godfrey for such a long time.

'Sophia.'

The impatient calling of her name snapped her out of her daydreaming, as did those harsh blue eyes glowering at her blurred vision.

'W-what?'

'Good God,' Jonathon muttered darkly.

'You have to sign the marriage certificate, Mrs Parnell,' said a gentler male voice beside her. 'It's all set up in Jonathon's study.'

She glanced over her shoulder up at Harvey Taylor's smoothly urbane face. In his mid-thirties, Harvey was as fair as Jonathon was dark. Apparently, he had in​herited control of Taylor and Sons—Solicitors, around the same time Jonathon took charge of Parnell Properties. He and Jonathon had gone to school together, both of them excelling in their studies. But he possessed none of Jonathon's hard-edged strength, either in his face or his nature. He was a charming man, but a little weak, Sophia suspected.

Still, it was good to feel a kind hand on her arm for a change, and she liked the way he was looking at her. With admiration and respect. Not like her pretend husband. His eyes carried nothing but an ill-concealed exasperation.

'Best you bring her along, Harvey,' Jonathon said with a sardonic twist to his mouth. 'You seem to have the right touch. Mother, you can help Maud with the refreshments while we get the paperwork out of the way. Wilma! You have to come with us, being one of the witnesses. This way, Mr Weston. The study is just across the hall…' And he was striding away from them without a backwards glance.

'Yes, commandant,' Wilma saluted to Jonathon's rapidly disappearing back, and marched off after him.

Sophia couldn't stop a giggle from escaping her lips.

'You should take a leaf out of Wilma's book,' Harvey whispered as he ushered Sophia in the sec​retary's wake. 'Jonathon can't hurt you if you don't let him, Sophia.'

She lifted startled eyes. 'Why should you think he can hurt me at all? You better than anyone know this isn't a real marriage. Jonathon and I will be divorced as soon as the baby is born.'

'That is your intention now, I'm sure, but Jonathon is a very attractive man. What if you fall in love with him? What if he decides having a wife who looks like you is just what the doctor ordered?'

She ground to a halt in the doorway of the study and stared at Harvey, his last remark not even regis​tering after his first ridiculous suggestion. 'I will never fall in love with Jonathon. Never!'

When Harvey suddenly frowned, his eyes darting to a spot behind her left shoulder, she spun round to find a stony-faced Jonathon standing there. 'Do you think we might get on with signing these papers?' he rapped out.

'Sure thing,' Harvey agreed smoothly, and waved Sophia into the room.

She hesitated, her emotions seesawing between em​barrassment and guilt. Yet why should she feel guilty at Jonathon's overhearing her assertion? He already knew her feelings about falling in love again, and while she could concede she might love another man at some point in the far distant future, that man would never be someone like him. She could only love a man who made her feel good about herself, who made her feel special, not gauche and stupid.

'Sophia,' Harvey murmured, and urged her into the room.

But as she made her way across the polished parquet flooring on to the richly patterned rug that lay in front of the huge oak desk, flashes of the first time she'd stood in front of this desk jumped into her mind.

It had been the day after Godfrey's funeral, a cold, wet, windy August morning on which she hadn't been able to drag herself out of bed. She'd been lying there, watching the rain slap against the window, when Maud had come in with the message that Jonathon wanted to see her in his study when she finally did get up.

A guilty embarrassment had propelled her out of bed immediately, hating for Godfrey's brother to think she was going to be a lazy house guest. Showering hurriedly, she'd thrown on a pair of jeans and a pale peach sweater, put a few vigorous brushstrokes through her long dark hair, subdued its thick waves into a single plait then practically run downstairs, only ten minutes having passed since Maud had come into her room.

Her knock on Jonathon's study door had been timid. Not so the barked, 'Come,' from within. Taking several hopefully steadying breaths, she'd gone inside, shutting the door carefully behind her. Her sidewards glances had been nervous, however, as she'd hesitantly approached the desk, the room being as in​timidating as its owner. Wood-panelled walls, masses of bookshelves filled with heavy-looking tomes, dark curtains at the windows blocking most of the natural light from entering. Not a welcoming room at all.

'You… you wanted to see me?' she asked, feeling like a recalcitrant student who'd been hauled in front of the headmaster for misconduct.

When Jonathon looked up from his paperwork, he leant back in his chair, removing himself from the circle of light from his desk lamp. His face fell into shadow, making him appear more menacing than usual.

'Pull up a chair, Sophia,' he ordered. 'We have things to discuss.'

'D-d-discuss?'

He sighed. 'Perhaps it would be better if you just sat down and listened.'

Sophia agreed wholeheartedly, despising herself for stammering all the time. She couldn't understand why he had such an effect on her. She'd never stammered before in her life. There again, she'd never had anything to do with anyone quite like Jonathon Parnell before.

She settled into a large brown leather chair, happy to fall silent.

'I'm sorry to intrude on your grief,' he started, without much apology in his brusque voice. He wasn't even looking at her, some papers on his desk holding his attention. 'But there are legal matters I must make you aware of. Godfrey's will—made a few years back unfortunately—leaves everything to his wife. The one who didn't even bother to come to his funeral yester​day,' he muttered before glancing up and giving Sophia a long, hard look. 'Though perhaps it was as well she chose not to show up…'

He sighed a weary sounding sigh. 'Whatever, Godfrey left her his entire estate, which includes the home at Roseville he once lived in with Alicia, and which she has been occupying since he disappeared, plus its contents, as well as a third share in Parnell Properties, all up valued at approximately fifteen million dollars.'

Sophia simply gaped. Godfrey had been a millionaire? And yet he'd lived so poorly during the years she'd known him, never buying any new clothes, growing his own vegetables, cutting firewood from dead trees. It had been a hand-to-mouth existence, his only extravagance being his art supplies. She'd often teased him about what he could do with the money when he became a famous painter. Now she understood why he'd brushed aside her fantasies, telling her instead that money didn't bring happiness and never to believe it could.

'My solicitor informs me, Sophia,' Jonathon went on, 'that you could contest the will on the grounds that you lived with Godfrey as his common-law wife for at least six months preceding his death, and are expecting his child.'

Sophia opened her mouth to protest that first as​sumption, then closed it again. She had lived with Godfrey, she supposed. What difference did it make that they hadn't consummated their relationship till that last night? Still…contesting Godfrey's will didn't feel right. He'd had enough time and opportunity to change his will, if that was what he'd wanted to do.

Godfrey's words came back to her about money not bringing happiness and she knew then that she didn't want any of the money he'd left behind, the money that had obviously made him miserable. But before she could open her mouth again, Jonathon pre​empted her.

'Knowing you,' he drawled, 'I'm sure you don't want to do that any more than I want you to. Besides, Alicia is not the sort of woman to go quietly in matters of money. Any contesting of Godfrey's will could get very nasty and very expensive. There's no guarantee of your winning, either. So I would not advise that course of action. Godfrey entrusted you to me, knowing I would never see you destitute, so I have set up a trust fund for yourself and the child, in ex​change for which you will sign a legal waiving of your rights to Godfrey's estate and any more Parnell money. How does that sound to you?'

She hesitated. How could she refuse financial se​curity for her child and herself? That would be crazy. And it wasn't the same as fighting for that obscene amount of money. Jonathon obviously wasn't talking about millions, just enough for her to live on.

The only problem was that it was Jonathon's money. Sophia hated feeling obliged to him for more than he'd already given her. Dear heavens, he'd spent a fortune on her already, having Wilma select her a new wardrobe and a host of other things. Still, she supposed he must be very rich too and wouldn't really miss it, so she swallowed and nodded her assent.

'Good,' he muttered. 'For a second there, I thought you were going to be stubborn and foolish. Again.'

Sophia blushed, knowing he was referring to her distress over the price-tags on some of the clothes Wilma insisted she buy. Sophia had telephoned Jonathon at his office in a panic, only to have her protest swept aside with total exasperation. Instead of his admiring her for not wanting to spend his money, he'd seemed angry at her worrying.

She'd since learnt not to complain when he ordered her to buy something he thought she needed. Her dressing-table was covered in jars of cosmetics and bottles of perfume she'd never opened, her drawers full of expensive and very delicate lingerie she felt it a sin to wear on an everyday basis. As if she'd been interested in material things, anyway, when her Godfrey was dying.

Jonathon came forward on his chair and cleared his throat. 'Now along to the matter of our getting married…'

Sophia sat up straight. She'd been wondering when he'd get round to that. Of course, he wouldn't want to go through with it. No one could condemn him for that. People said anything to make a person's last days happy.

'If you'll just sign where indicated,' he said, picking up a sheet of paper, turning it round and facing it towards her, 'we should be able to get married next month.'

'You mean you… you still want to m-marry me?'

His coming forward in the chair to pass over the document had brought him into full light, so that she saw the hard glitter in his blue eyes. 'The word "want" does not come into it, Sophia. I have no other option. I could not live with myself if I did not fulfil my promise to my brother, for it was the first and only thing he has ever asked me to do for him. I realise I am not the sort of man you would choose for a husband, but we only have to go through the mo​tions. It will not be a real marriage. Later on, we can secure a discreet divorce.'

Sophia gulped when he directed a pen her way.

Her hand had trembled as she took it, her signature wobbly. Now, five weeks later, she was signing her marriage certificate on the same desk, and her hand was shaking just as much.

When she'd signed for the last wobbly time, Sophia heaved a sigh of relief and gave the pen to Wilma who stepped forward with her usual brisk confidence. Dressed in a severely tailored brown woollen suit with black patent accessories, her straight brown hair cropped mannishly short, she still exuded a strength of personality that was oddly attractive. In seconds, she'd whisked her distinctive signature in the allotted spaces, followed by an equally dashing Harvey.

Sophia watched them both with a degree of envy. One day, she would be like that, she vowed. Undaunted by any situation, and totally in command of herself.

Her sigh carried a certain amount of disappoint​ment in herself that all Godfrey had achieved with her had turned out to be an illusion. She'd mistakenly believed he'd turned her from a shy, ignorant girl into a culturally informed young woman who would not have been at a loss in any company.

But she'd been wrong, realising within days of her arrival in the cosmopolitan city of Sydney and the elegant grandeur of Parnell Hall that she was still a country bumpkin, with few real social graces and no style at all. Wilma had done her best in the dress de​partment—she'd certainly been given enough money to squander—but a presentable face and good figure could not disguise Sophia's innate lack of sophisti​cation. Her recognition of her failings had obliterated her self-confidence, everything only made worse by her unfortunate reaction to Jonathon's bossy, almost bullying nature.

Perhaps if he'd been a bit more like Godfrey…
She sighed again, thinking to herself that she'd never known two brothers less alike.

All the formalities over, Jonathon saw the hearty Mr Weston to the door while the rest of them re​turned to the sitting-room where Maud was still laying out the buffet supper she'd been preparing all afternoon. Ivy was standing around, looking lost. Wilma immediately pressed a sherry into her hands, Sophia declining. Harvey moved off to pour himself a drink from the selection of crystal decanters lined up next to the food.

'I wanted to tell you how beautiful you look today, my dear,' Ivy complimented Sophia.

'Blue's not her colour, though,' Wilma joined in tactlessly before Sophia could say a word. 'She'd have looked much better in cream with her dark colouring, but Sophia thought it too close to white.'

'I can understand her not wanting to wear white,' Ivy murmured. 'If only poor Godfrey could have been here…'

The words hung in the air, the group falling silent as the wretched reality of the occasion sank in.

'Then there wouldn't have been a wedding at all, Mother dear,' Jonathon inserted drily into the emotion-charged atmosphere.

All heads turned to stare at him, Wilma recovering first.

'Hardly a fair thing to say,' was her tart comment, 'especially when Godfrey isn't here to defend himself.'

'Oh I have no doubt that Godfrey meant to marry Sophia,' Jonathon elaborated, that sardonic edge still in his voice, 'but he was, at the time of his death, still married to Alicia. It takes twelve months after the initial application to gain a no-fault divorce in this country and Godfrey had instigated nothing in the three years he'd been away.'

'Do we have to talk about that today, Jonathon?' Ivy looked quite distressed and Sophia's heart went out to her. 'We all know Godfrey meant to divorce that woman.'

Jonathon, however, was not about to be swayed.

'He didn't divorce her, though, did he?' he drawled. 'But that was just like Godfrey, wasn't it? Always meaning to do something but never getting round to it.'

'Jonathon, don't,' his mother cried brokenly, a hand coming up to flutter at her throat.

'I'm sorry, Mother, but I'm the one who's always had to pick up the pieces whenever Godfrey decided to run away from real life and embrace one of his fancies.'

Sophia sucked in a sharp breath, but Jonathon swept on, seemingly intent on assassinating his brother's character.

'The man never grew up, never developed a sense of responsibility. I'm prepared to forget his business fiascos, but when it comes to his personal life I find it hard to be as tolerant. Alicia might be a spoiled, mercenary bitch, but she didn't deserve being walked out on without a word. She's been in limbo for three years, for God's sake. The least Godfrey could have done was give her a divorce. Then what does he do? He takes up with a girl almost young enough to be his daughter and makes her pregnant when he knew, he knew dammit, that he was dying. What kind of selfish stupidity was that, I ask you?'

A hushed silence descended on the room once Jonathon ran out of steam, and it was while the air vibrated with everyone's tension that Sophia stepped forward and slapped him hard around the face. The sound of her hand cracking across his cheek echoed with the gasps of shock her action produced. But she heard nothing, saw nothing except a haze of red-hot fury before her eyes.

'Don't you ever,' she launched forth, her voice and body shaking with emotion, 'call my Godfrey selfish or stupid again, do you hear me? He might not have been perfect. He probably made mistakes. But Godfrey would never deliberately hurt another human being. He did whatever he did because he had to! As for his callously making me pregnant, nothing could be further than the truth! During the time I knew Godfrey, not once did he make improper advances to me, even after he took me in when I had nowhere else to go.

'If you must blame someone for my pregnancy, then blame me. I went to my Godfrey's bed when he was obviously distraught and I comforted him the only way I could think of. Neither of us thought of the child we might have as a consequence, but do you know what? I'm proud I'm having Godfrey's baby. Extremely proud. He was a fine man and would have made a fine father. But I am not proud of being your wife, Jonathon Parnell. The day cannot come quickly enough that I have done with you!'

So saying, she burst into tears and ran from the room, dashing up the stairs and along the hall into her bedroom where she threw herself on to the bed, weeping copiously into the green silk quilt.

Downstairs, Jonathon was still staring after her, his face ashen, except for the bright red mark on his cheek.

'Well, Jonathon?' Wilma mocked. 'I see the much vaunted Parnell charm is still intact.'

'Go after her, man,' Harvey advised. 'Apologise profusely. Beg her forgiveness.'

'Please, Jonathon,' Ivy pleaded. 'She's going to have Godfrey's child…'

His eyes turned slowly towards his mother, then-expression haunted. 'Must I spend the rest of my life paying for the dubious privilege of being born in the image of my father?' he muttered.

When no one commented further after this cryptic statement, he whirled and strode from the room, mounting the stairs two at a time till he disappeared from the others' view. Maud returned from the kitchen at that precise moment to find three silent, drooping faces.

'What is it?' she demanded to know. 'What's happened?'

'Jonathon said something that upset Sophia,' Wilma volunteered.

'Oh, no, not again! What's wrong with that man? Can't he see what a prize that girl is? Why, if he had any brains he'd snap her up for himself good and proper.'

'Life isn't that neat, Maud,' was Harvey's wry remark.

'I don't see why not,' the old lady muttered crossly. 'She's a beautiful girl. He's a handsome man. They're married now. Why can't nature take its natural course?'

'She's having his brother's baby, for pity's sake,' Wilma argued. 'Give the man a break. This hasn't been easy for Jonathon. Besides, Sophia is still very much in love with Godfrey.'

'You're right,' Maud sighed. 'I'm just a silly old fool, thinking things can be all tied up with pink bows. So what are we going to do?'

'I know what I'm going to do,' Harvey said, lifting his whisky and draining every drop. 'I'm going to have another drink.'

'Good idea,' Wilma agreed. 'I'll join you.'

CHAPTER THREE

The first awareness Sophia had that someone had followed her came when the bed dipped low on one side, but she never dreamt it was Jonathon sitting there. She presumed it was Wilma, or maybe Maud. Not Ivy. Godfrey's mother was not one to confront or even actively comfort. She was a gentle, but very passive creature.

So it wasn't till Jonathon actually spoke that she realised who it was in the room with her.

'I'm sorry, Sophia,' he began with a ragged sigh. 'I have no excuse for my appallingly thoughtless be​haviour other than I've been finding it difficult to deal with certain aspects of Godfrey's life prior to his illness. I'm glad you've cleared up my misconception that he had somehow taken advantage of your youth and innocence. Please also believe me when I say I make no judgement of your actions, either with Godfrey or with me downstairs. I have nothing but admiration for the way you defended my brother just now. A man would kill to have a woman love him as you obviously loved Godfrey.'

Sophia lay there for a moment, unsure if his seem​ingly heartfelt words had soothed, or flustered her further. She did not associate Jonathon with apologies.

Rolling slowly over, she encountered a face so bleak her heart filled with instant remorse. She couldn't see into his eyes for he was looking down at the floor, but the uncharacteristic droop of his head and shoulders pulled at her heartstrings.

'I…I'm sorry too,' she whispered. 'I shouldn't have hit you.'

When his head lifted and he twisted round to face her, Sophia gasped at the still stark imprint of her hand on his cheek. She had no idea she'd hit him that hard. Appalled, she reached up blindly with shocked fingers, a guilty groan escaping her lips as her shaking hand made contact with the red mark.

'Don't!' he snapped, iron fingers enclosing her wrist and ramming her hand down on to the quilt, the action jerking her up into a semi-sitting position.

With the abrupt movement, her hat, which had been partially dislodged when she'd first flung herself on the bed, fell off, the large comb holding her hair up also coming adrift, sending her dark glossy waves tumbling down around her face and shoulders.

'Oh!' she cried.

When she tried to disengage her hand from his to push back her hair, his grip remained fast, his eyes boring into hers with such intensity that she was com​pletely bamboozled by the whole situation. Did he think she'd been going to hit him again? Sophia couldn't see why he should. She'd already said she was sorry for that.

So why didn't he say something? Why did he just sit there, staring at her like that? And why, oh, why couldn't she seem to find her own voice?

The room, which was very large and luxuriously furnished, seemed to have shrunk, Jonathon looming large over her. His face was only inches from hers, so close now that she could no longer see the blue of his eyes. They were deep dark pools into which she seemed to be drowning… drowning…
In desperation she sucked in a breath of air, but this only seemed to remind her of the way her heart was suddenly hammering in her chest. The large hand cuffing her wrist tightened, and for a brief mad moment she thought he was going to kiss her again. Instead, she found her hand being ground further down into the mattress as Jonathon pushed himself to his feet.

'Don't let your tender heart lead you into any more trouble, Sophia,' he grated out, his face as harsh and humourless as ever as he glared down at her from his considerable height. 'I deserved hitting downstairs, and I almost deserved hitting again just now. When you touch a man like that in future,' he warned darkly, 'make sure you're not on a bed with him. Not all males are as saintlike as Godfrey.'

Sophia's eyes widened, colour coming to her cheeks. So he had been tempted to kiss her.

But surely he did not think she had been deliber​ately provocative, or that even subconsciously she might have been inviting him to… to…
Her cheeks burnt even more fiercely at such a mor​tifying thought.

Jonathon spun away from the bed with a scoffing sound. 'I was right the first time,' he growled as he stalked across the deep gold carpet. 'Godfrey should have been hung, drawn and quartered for taking you under his roof the way he did. I refuse to forgive his appalling lack of judgement. If he couldn't foresee the consequences of such an action, then the man was more of a naïve, idealistic, airy-fairy fool than I always thought him to be!'

Grabbing the knob of the bedroom door, Jonathon whirled to face her one last time. 'Hate me all you like for saying as much, Sophia, but that's the way I see it. I loved my brother, believe it or not, but he was a dreamer who left a trail of destruction behind him. He's left you literally holding the baby, and me in a situation no man would relish.'

Sophia scrambled off the bed, straightening her clothes and pushing back her hair with agitated hands. 'You didn't have to marry me!' she cried. 'I didn't expect you to, but you insisted!'

'More fool me,' he snarled. 'But I'm not so blind that I can't see my own mistakes. You will have your wish, Sophia. A divorce as soon as the baby is born. I also think a house of your own is called for. Somewhere nearby, of course, where Mother can easily visit you and the child.'

But not you, she thought agitatedly. I don't want you visiting me, you hateful man!

'Now I suggest you go wash your face and fix your hair,' the hateful man ordered. 'It's rather a mess. I will expect you to make an appearance downstairs shortly.'

'But I don't want—'

'We all have to do things we don't want to do oc​casionally,' he cut in sharply. 'If you don't come down, everyone will look at me with accusing eyes, and I will be forced to return to bring you down myself. If you can't do this for me, then do it for Godfrey. I'm sure he would have expected the mother of his child to conduct herself with ladylike decorum in his home, which means keeping childish tantrums to a minimum.'

With that, Jonathon politely but firmly shut the door, leaving Sophia to stare after him.

Childish tantrums?

Childish tantrums!

She would show him childish tantrums.

Her eyes darted savagely around the room, looking for something she could throw. Anything!

Her hat was the only item within arm's reach. She scooped it up from where it lay on the pillow and launched it in the direction of the door like a frisbee. But, being a rather light hat, it fell a good deal short of its target with a highly unsatisfying plop. Marching over to where it had landed, Sophia glared momen​tarily down at the pathetic little wisp of nothing before she gave into another irrational burst of temper and began stomping it to death.

After a few feverish seconds, she stopped, eyes rounding with horror as she bent to pick up the poor mangled thing, the veil now ripped, the flower totally destroyed. Sophia blinked her shock as she stared at what was left of the once pretty blue hat, a sob catching in her throat.

I've gone mad, she thought. Quite mad.

No, you haven't, the voice of brutal honesty in​serted. You're simply behaving very badly. Jonathon was right. Godfrey would not be proud of you today. Not at all.

Tears threatened as her thoughts filled with Godfrey…her kind, gentle, warm, wonderful Godfrey. Oh, God, how she missed him!

But not in bed, as others in this house might im​agine, she thought bitterly. In hindsight, her one inti​mate experience with Godfrey had been an utter failure in the physical sense. How could it have been otherwise, with her a virgin and Godfrey upset and unwell?

What she missed was Godfrey's companionship. Their long talks into the night. Their listening to music together. His just being there, his calm and collected presence always having a soothing influence on her occasional burst of restlessness.

Their relationship had been a meeting of souls long before it had finally become a meeting of bodies. Sophia had no doubt that in other circumstances the physical side would have eventually become just as satisfying. She had not allowed herself to be too dis​appointed at the time, brushing aside any dismay over the brief and rather painful experience actual inter​course had turned out to be. She'd told herself there would be other nights. Next time, it would not hurt so much. Next time, things would be different.

But there had been no other nights, no next time…
When Sophia snapped back to the present, she was startled to find that she was standing there in the middle of the room, twisting the already mangled hat round and round in her hands. It took considerable effort for her to stop. What on earth was wrong with her? She had never felt quite like this before, so up​tight and angry and knotted inside, as though she was a volcano waiting to erupt.

She still couldn't get over hitting Jonathon as she had downstairs. And now she had obliterated a per​fectly innocent hat. Yet still it wasn't enough. The urge to scream out loud echoed in her head and she bit down hard on her bottom lip.

Tasting her own blood brought her up with a jolt.

Shock was swiftly followed by shame. What would Godfrey think of her, carrying on like this? It had to stop. Right now. This very second. She was a married woman, a mother-to-be, a grown-up, not a wild, un​controllable child.

Jonathon's parting words about her putting on a childish tantrum popped back into her mind, infuri​ating her with its potential accuracy. She would show him, she vowed fiercely. From this moment on she would be the epitome of female composure and ma​turity. There would be no more losses of temper, no more juvenile blushings. And no more silly stammering!

It was a subdued but steely Sophia who walked down the stairs a few minutes later, her face freshly made-up, her thick dark waves held back behind her ears with some combs. With each step she focused her mind on staying cool, calm and collected, but, from the moment her foot moved on to the Persian rug at the base of the stairs and she was faced with actually presenting herself at the drawing-room door, her composure began to crumble.

What would everyone be thinking about the dreadful exhibition she had made of herself earlier? No doubt they were wondering what Godfrey ever saw in such a hysterical ninny. They were also probably feeling very sorry for Jonathon, having been lum​bered with a wife he didn't want and a child that wasn't his.

Sophia groaned her inner distress. Oh, why couldn't Jonathon have just let her stay upstairs? He could have said she had a headache. Maud could have brought her a tray. God, if only she were more like Wilma. Wilma could handle any situation. She didn't care what others thought, especially her boss.

Sophia had to literally force her legs to carry her across the foyer towards the drawing-room. When she moved gingerly into the thankfully open doorway, no one noticed her at first. Wilma was seated on the silk brocade couch, sipping sherry and chatting to a wan-looking Ivy. Jonathon was standing with Harvey next to the fireplace, both of them with large scotches in their hands. Maud was fiddling with the food on the sideboard.

When Sophia gave a nervous clearance of her throat, everyone stopped doing what they were doing to turn and look at her. She froze under their curious gazes, unable to take another step into the room. An awkward silence fell and she was contemplating bolting back upstairs when Jonathon extracted himself from Harvey's side and strode forward, his blue eyes locking with hers and forcing her to remain exactly where she was.

'Feeling better now?' he enquired in his usual cool manner. The mark on his cheek had faded, she was glad to see.

'I'm fine, thank you,' came her somewhat stiff reply, but without a stammer in sight, thank God. A sigh of relief puffed from her lungs. Maybe she would survive the next few minutes after all.

'Good. Come and I'll get you a drink, then,' he said, and taking her hand in his, began to draw her across the room.

His grip was oddly gentle, such a contrast from the last time he'd held her hand upstairs, a few minutes ago. But it had no less of an effect on her, bringing a disturbing rise in her pulse-rate which she determin​edly put down to nerves. Sophia refused to admit it could still be fear. Why should she fear Jonathon? The idea was ridiculous. Fear should be reserved for one's enemies, and Jonathon was not her enemy. Nor did she really hate him. That had been the silly child within her thinking that a while ago.

She didn't want anyone else thinking she hated him, either. Sophia came to a sudden decision, grinding to a halt and extracting her hand from Jonathon's as she turned to face everyone else in the room.

'I… I have something to say,' she began, clasping her hands nervously together in front of her. 'I…I'm very sorry for causing a scene earlier. And I'm very, very sorry for having hit Jonathon. No, please, Jonathon,' she insisted when he went to interrupt, a grimace on his face. 'I have to say this.'

She scooped in another steadying breath before continuing in a reasonably composed fashion. 'It was very wrong of me to do what I did when you've been so kind. I can see the way Godfrey acted might have looked a little irresponsible to your eyes and I can understand why you feel angry with him. I can't think of many brothers who would do what you have done here today.' Tears pricked at her eyes but she held them back. 'I'm sure Godfrey would have wanted me to co-operate with you, not… not make your life dif​ficult. I… I feel as if I've let him down somehow.'

By this time, she was also finding it extremely hard not to cry. Wilma, probably seeing her distress, leapt to her feet.

'What rubbish! You have done Godfrey proud today,' she insisted firmly, coming forward to take both Sophia's hands in hers. 'Hasn't she, everyone?'

There were murmurs of assent all round. But not, Sophia realised unhappily, from Jonathon. He stood beside her in stoical silence.

'And I'm sure Jonathon holds no grudge against you for giving him a little slap,' Wilma raved on. 'I would imagine it's not the first time a lady has given his cheek the taste of her hand,' she added mockingly.

'I can think of one woman who might benefit from the back of some man's hand,' he muttered under his breath so only Sophia and Wilma could hear.

The interchange quite startled Sophia out of her threatening misery. Her eyes darted to Wilma, who seemed delighted to have evoked such a reaction in her boss. When a drily amused smile pulled at Jonathon's mouth, Sophia's confusion was complete. Truly, she did not understand their relationship at all. Were they friend or foe?

'Let's sample some of this mouthwatering food Maud's been bringing in,' Wilma continued. 'I'm starving.'

The evening went reasonably well for a while after that. Maud had prepared mainly finger-food which was easy to eat either standing up or by sitting with a small plate in one's lap. Conversation revolved mostly around Maud's delicious food and the recent spate of rainy weather, which were both very safe topics.

Not that Sophia was really enjoying herself. The strain of the day was taking its toll, the beginnings of a tension headache pressing in over her eyes. When Harvey poured her a glass of red wine she took it readily, settling down on the couch Ivy and Wilma had recently vacated. A small smile came to her lips as she sipped the drink and recalled the many eve​nings she had sat with Godfrey either before the fire or out on the back porch, drinking cheap claret and discussing the latest book she was reading.

She was completely off in another world, not no​ticing when Harvey sat down beside her, so that when he said, 'Penny for your thoughts,' she jumped in surprise. But her reply consisted of nothing but a sad little smile, knowing that a man like Harvey would never understand what she and Godfrey had shared; what she had felt for him. In his eyes—as in Jonathon's—Godfrey had been a loser, a plain, balding thirty-seven-year-old loser who had no right to the love of a pretty young girl.

She'd seen everyone's shocked looks when she'd been brought here to Parnell Hall and introduced as Godfrey's de facto wife. Even his own mother had been surprised, despite Godfrey's having been her favourite son. The news that Sophia was expecting his baby had initially been met with a stunned silence. Sophia was hurt for Godfrey, once she realised they hadn't even believed he was man enough to father a child.

Well, they were wrong, weren't they? she thought defiantly as she sat there, her fingers linking over her gently swelling stomach. He had fathered a baby, and next week, after she'd had her ultrasound, she would know if it was a boy or a girl. She hoped it was a boy. And she hoped he was just like Godfrey!

'I can see you're not in the mood for chit-chat,' Harvey said quietly from her side. 'I just wanted to say I think you're great and I hope everything turns out well for you. But if it doesn't and you ever need a shoulder to cry on, give me a call.'

Sophia was touched by the offer and turned a grateful smile his way. 'That's very kind of you, Harvey. I'll remember that. Thank you.'

Harvey patted her wrist and stood up, almost brushing shoulders with Jonathon as he did so.

'Leaving, are you, Harvey?' Jonathon said in clipped tones.

Harvey seemed taken aback for a second before glancing at his watch. 'Not yet,' he returned. 'I was just going to get myself another glass of wine.'

'No more for Sophia,' Jonathon ordered brusquely, glaring down at her near empty glass.

'That's up to her, isn't it?'

Sophia was thinking the very same thing.

'Jonathon,' his mother interrupted, materialising by his side and thereby saving the awkward moment. 'Why don't you put some music on? Something nice and relaxing. Mozart, I think. You like Mozart, don't you Sophia? You were playing him the other day.'

'I adore Mozart,' she agreed. 'He was Godfrey's favourite composer.'

Ivy's sigh was wistful. 'Of course… You know, I played him Mozart from the day he was born. It always put him to sleep.'

'Mozart would put anyone to sleep,' Jonathon muttered, his irritation obvious as he stalked over to the stereo and started flipping through the CDs.

'Don't take any notice of Jonathon,' Ivy whispered as she sat down next to Sophia. 'For some reason he's always been a little jealous of Godfrey. Lord knows why. Poor Godfrey wasn't born with any of his brother's natural advantages. He was a sickly child, whereas Jonathon never even got colds. I couldn't count the number of nights I had to spend sitting up with Godfrey, especially when he had asthma.'

Sophia began thinking that maybe Jonathon was jealous, not of Godfrey himself, but all the love and attention his mother obviously lavished on her older son. She'd never had any brothers and sisters herself, but she could well imagine it must be very hard growing up knowing a brother or sister was favoured over you. Still, it seemed Godfrey's father had favoured his second son so maybe the love and at​tention bit was balanced out in the end.

Mozart's Flute and Harp Concerto in C major brought a brief end to any conversation as its pristine notes cut through the drawing-room. Jonathon's choice sent Sophia's heart squeezing tight, plus a host of vivid memories to the forefront of her mind. She almost expected to look over at the empty armchair opposite and see Godfrey materialise, his head tipping back and his eyes closing as they did whenever he listened to this particular piece.

'Aah,' Ivy sighed next to her. 'What magic… what bliss…'

Sophia gritted her teeth against the unexpected pain the music was evoking, knowing she could hardly ask for it to be turned off. But she couldn't help grim​acing a little as she glanced over towards the stereo. Jonathon turned around at that moment and their eyes met, Sophia shivering at the austere hardness in his face as he walked back towards her.

And sympathy for him disappeared. The man was pure granite, not the sort to ever feel deprived of a mother's love. Or any other person's love for that matter. She doubted he'd ever felt anything even ap​proaching love in his whole life. It was no wonder his first marriage broke up. No normal woman could endure living with a block of stone.

'You're looking tired, Sophia,' he announced brusquely on returning. 'I think it's time you went up to bed.'

'Yes, you do look tired, dear,' Ivy agreed.

She was about to argue when common sense inter​vened. She was tired, and her headache was getting worse. On top of that, the prospect of staying here and listening to Mozart was more than she could bear.

'Yes, you're right. I am tired.'

When Jonathon held out his hand, she hesitated, then resignedly placed her hand in his. It closed, large and strong, around her fingers, drawing her to her feet. Once again she was reminded of how big he was. And how tall. Even with high heels on, she had to crick her neck back to look up into his face.

'I'll walk you upstairs,' he offered.

Sophia's panic was instant, as was her return to stammering. 'N-no, I… I…' When she tried to pull her hand out of his, his fingers tightened.

'Don't be ridiculous,' he hissed. 'I'm not going to eat you. I'm just taking Sophia up to bed,' he an​nounced out loud. 'She's exhausted. Say goodnight, everyone.'

Everyone said goodnight, Wilma coming forward to give her a kiss on the cheek, after which she frowned down at where Jonathon was still holding Sophia's hand. Sophia was appalled to feel a flustered heat sweep up her neck and into her cheeks. Wilma's eyes rounded a little, which only served to make Sophia even more mortified. She recalled how Wilma had told her one day that a lot of women were drawn to Jonathon's darkly brooding personality, finding him challenging and extremely sexy.

But I'm not one of them! she wanted to scream at her friend, her eyes flashing her distress.

She didn't manage to get her message across, how​ever, Wilma's face turning drily knowing when Jonathon began to lead a seemingly meek and com​pliant Sophia from the room. My God, she thinks I'm attracted to the man. She thinks I want him to hold my hand. Maybe she even thinks I want him in my bed!

Sophia yanked her hand out of his grasp once they reached the top of the stairs. Jonathon immediately ground to a halt to glare at her, clearly at the end of his tether. 'What the hell's wrong with you?' he snapped. 'Am I some kind of monster in your eyes that my holding your hand frightens the life out of you? Or is it that you think Godfrey is looking down at you from his place in heaven and disapproving of your allowing any other male to touch you in any way at all?'

'No!' she denied, stunned that he would think such a thing. Godfrey had never been a jealous or a pos​sessive man. That kind of thing wasn't in him.

'Then why are you so frightened of me?' Jonathon asked, his tone totally exasperated.

'I'm not!'

'Yes, you are,' he bit out. 'You very definitely are. I only have to come within three feet of you and you get the jitters, stammering when you never stammer with anyone else. The only time you speak normally with me is when you're so infuriated, you forget your fear. Wilma tells me all the time that I'm a natural bully so I suppose that might explain some of your reactions. But I have to tell you, Sophia, I can't abide it. I can't abide it at all!'

'I—I'm s-sorry.'

'See what I mean?'

She hung her head, unhappy and humiliated.

'Don't do that!' he ordered. 'Look up at me!'

She did so, her eyes blurring with tears.

His groan sounded tortured. 'I've done it again. Hell, I don't mean to. I really don't. God, don't cry. I can't stand it.'

Before Sophia could resist, he had drawn her into his arms, holding her tight and stroking her hair. 'I mean you no harm,' he rasped. 'Honestly… If I have been brusque, then I apologise. But you've no idea… how difficult… I have found all this. God, if only you weren't so… so…'

His arms tightened around her for a few astonish​ing seconds before he abruptly put her away from him, his breathing ragged, but his face as grim as ever. Grimmer, maybe. 'I'm sorry,' he ground out. 'I've made a mess of things with you, as usual. Go to bed. I'll try to do better in future.'

Whirling, he disappeared down the stairs, Sophia staring after him. Her own breathing was as ragged as his had been, her head spinning.

Good heavens, she thought breathlessly, and stared down at the palms of her hands which were still tingling from where they'd rested against the hard ex​panse of his chest. Why hadn't she used them to push him away? Why had she simply spread her fingers wide, placed her cheek between them and sagged into him?

She supposed there was some excuse for her wall​owing in the warmth and comfort of his embrace. It had felt so good to be held and stroked, his strong arms like a haven from all her recent pain and distress.

She hadn't thought there would be any harm in it. Or danger.

She just hadn't thought.

It was still hard to believe that what had happened had happened.

Jonathon… aroused. Jonathon… desiring her. Jonathon… not a cold, unfeeling machine after all.

There had been nothing cold or unfeeling about what had risen between them, pressing its hard, throbbing life into her stomach.

Her shock was still with her an hour later as she lay in bed, staring blankly up at the ceiling. For the first time since coming to live in this house her night​time thoughts were not of Godfrey, or of her coming child. Her mind was occupied trying to recapture the very moment she'd become aware of Jonathon's arousal, when she'd realised what it was she could feel.

There was no doubt in her mind that he hadn't pushed her away immediately. He'd given in to his frustration for a few seconds before his conscience had got the better of him.

Of course, none of it meant anything. Not really. Everyone knew men were much more easily aroused than women. Jonathon might as easily have been turned on by hugging any number of women. It didn't mean he particularly fancied her. He couldn't! Why, he didn't even like her. She irritated the death out of him.

But Sophia was still disturbed. She wished it hadn't happened. How was she going to face him in the morning? It was awkward, and embarrassing, and…and…
She rolled over and punched her pillow. Several times. It didn't make her feel any better. In fact, it made her feel much worse, reminding her forcibly of her earlier irrational behaviour with the blue hat.

Self-disgust had her forcibly lying still, with her hands jammed down at her sides.

'I am going to go to sleep,' she told herself out loud. 'I am not going to get up. I am not going to go down​stairs. I am not going to risk running into Jonathon again tonight.'

Sophia repeated this litany of advice over and over and, eventually, she did fall asleep.

CHAPTER FOUR

Sophia woke feeling wrung out the next morning. Yet the bedside clock showed after eight, which meant she'd had plenty of sleep. The state of the bedclothes, however, indicated a restless night.

Her groan echoed this fact. She hadn't felt this rotten since the day after Godfrey's funeral, which probably meant it was more an emotional condition rather than a physical one.

Yes, she gradually realised. It was. She felt terribly down. And awfully alone.

No. Not alone. Lonely.

Not even thinking about her baby made her feel better. He or she was not going to be born for nearly five months and, while Sophia was absolutely certain she was going to enjoy being a mother, there was no baby for her to love and hold at that very moment.

At that very moment, she was just a grieving girl who had recently lost the man she loved, who had yesterday married his brother for the most well-in​tentioned reasons, but who was now wishing whole​heartedly that she hadn't.

She should have refused, despite Jonathon's deathbed promise to Godfrey. She should have gone her own way, been her own boss, lived her own life. Instead, she had weakly allowed Godfrey's domineer​ing brother to take her under his wing, to draw her into the bosom of his family and to make all her de​cisions for her.

Sophia knew that she was not as submissive a creature as Jonathon thought her to be. Though not normally given to the wild outbursts of temper she'd suffered from yesterday, she could still be very stubborn and wilful, as her stepfather had found out in the end. That was why she was so astonished at how she always reacted to Jonathon. It was testimony to his formidable personality that she went to mush in his presence, giving in to his demands most of the time without a quibble.

Sophia took some consolation from the fact that he'd now decided to divorce her once the baby was born. Also that he was going to get her a place of her own. She was sure she'd be a much more content and confident person away from Jonathon. He did not have a good effect on her all round. She'd also be lying if she denied that what had happened last night at the top of the stairs wasn't an added concern.

Jonathon was nothing like Godfrey and, while she didn't really see him as a potential rapist, the incident had blown apart her misconception that Jonathon was cold and passionless. There had been nothing cold or passionless about the man who had held her and stroked her. Heck, no! Just thinking about the inci​dent made her stomach flutter nervously. It was going to be difficult to face him today without making a fool of herself.

With a shudder, Sophia threw back the bedclothes and climbed out of bed. At least she didn't have to worry about any awkward encounters till this evening. At this hour on a Monday morning, Jonathon would already be in his big fancy office in North Sydney, wheeling and dealing, planning how to make his next million and giving Wilma a hard time.

The man was a workaholic, Sophia decided rue​fully as she dragged herself into the bathroom for a wake-up shower. The hours he kept would kill a brown dog. Eight till six at the office six days a week. Home by seven, dinner at seven-thirty then into his study for more work. The light was always still on under the study door when Sophia went to bed, which was sometimes quite late, if she'd watched a movie on television or the video. She didn't know how he kept it up. Sunday was his only day off, spent mainly on the golf-course.

By the time she was ready to go downstairs half an hour later, Sophia felt a hundred per cent better. Things could be worse, she supposed. She could be throwing up every morning, as some women did during the early months of their pregnancies.

To be honest, sometimes she forgot she was pregnant, especially when dressed in something like the loosely fitting maroon tracksuit she'd chosen to wear that day. Maybe when the baby started moving it would be different. But up till now, all she had to show for her pregnancy was a disappearing waistline, slightly swollen breasts and a gently rounded tummy.

The house seemed very quiet as she made her way down the stairs. There again, Parnell Hall was often quiet, the double brick walls and heavy doors muf​fling any noise from within the individual rooms. The street was quiet too, with little traffic passing down the no-through road.

When Sophia had first been brought here, she'd been very impressed by the grandeur of the house and its surrounds. Since then she'd come to realise that all the neighbours' homes were similar in style and size, some being even larger and more opulent. Turramurra was apparently one of Sydney's well-to-do but older suburbs on the upper North Shore, with most of the residences having been built before the war.

When she'd asked Maud about Parnell Hall's history, the housekeeper had revealed that the house had originally been built in the thirties by Jonathon's great-uncle William, with Jonathon's father Henry inheriting it during the war when the old man died, childless. It was two-storeyed and Victorian in style, and Henry had allowed Ivy to renovate and refurbish the house considerably during their marriage, which accounted, Sophia thought, for its air of quiet elegance.

The house was still Ivy's to do with as she pleased till she died, a fact Ivy had reminded Jonathon of last week when she'd removed some of the original art​works from the walls and replaced them with the paintings of Godfrey's which Sophia had brought with her and given to his mother.

Sophia had found the incident—and Jonathon's angry objections—quite distressing. The last thing she'd wanted was to cause dissension in the family. At the time she'd thought Jonathon insensitive and lacking in compassion. Now, in light of other inci​dents and comments, she felt some sympathy for him. After all, they weren't even good paintings!

Sophia ground to a halt at the bottom of the stairs, shocked by this new insight into Godfrey's artistic talent. Or lack of it.

For a few seconds, she felt terribly disloyal to his memory. How many times had she lavished praise on him for his paintings? How many times had she told him that one day he would be a famous artist, that his work would hang in galleries and on the walls of millionaires' mansions?

Had she always known she'd been lying?

No, she accepted with a sigh of relief. She hadn't. It had only been when she'd come here to Parnell Hall and seen the truly magnificent paintings on the walls that she'd recognised Godfrey's work fell far short of genuine talent. His paintings were, at best, very me​diocre, their amateurishness only obvious after she'd been able to compare them with the works of truly fine artists.

Sophia frowned. Had Godfrey known? When he'd shaken his head at her compliments, smiling that soft sad smile of his, had he been acknowledging the hidden truth? That he wasn't a good painter, that he wasn't really good at anything… except perhaps making her love him and need him.

Tears pricked at her eyes.

Oh, Godfrey…
For a few moments Sophia allowed herself to wall​ow in a type of remorse before growing impatient with herself. Enough of that, she decided staunchly, and began to blink madly.

Once she was totally under control, she turned and marched along the downstairs hallway, past the various closed doors on either side and down to the door that would bring her into the room which was the hub of the household.

At the back of the ground floor, and approachable from several angles, the kitchen-cum-family-room was where dinner parties for twenty were prepared, infor​mal meals were eaten, television was watched and company was sought. It was large and sunny and warm, and Sophia loved it.

Sophia opened the door, relieved to find the room empty except for Maud. For a second there she'd worried Jonathon might have stayed home for some reason. But it seemed their marriage yesterday was not going to change his daily routine in any way, for which she was grateful. Even in the few short weeks she had lived at Parnell Hall, she knew his presence brought a different atmosphere into the home. Tension vibrated in the air. Conversation was stultified. Ivy withdrew into herself even more than usual, and Maud, who was the sweetest of old ladies, became a little short, her delightfully dry sense of humour turning slightly caustic, especially with Jonathon.

The lady herself spun round at Sophia's entrance, an instant smile further creasing her wrinkled face.

'Well if it isn't Mrs Rip Van Winkle herself,' she teased.

Sophia smiled back. 'I did sleep in, didn't I? Ivy up yet?'

'She's in the morning-room with a pot of tea and the morning papers.'

'Then I'll leave her to it.' Ivy could spend the whole morning on the papers, reading them from cover to cover, then doing all the crosswords, even the Herald cryptic. Mostly she finished it, but occasionally the answer to one or two clues eluded her. Only rarely could Sophia or Maud ever help her with these, be​cause they were always the most difficult and obscure.

Sometimes—but not often—Ivy would ask Jonathon's help when he came home in the evening, and he would invariably have the answer for her within seconds. Once, he had filled in the blank squares himself when he saw the unfinished crossword lying on the kitchen table, only to have Ivy complain that he'd spotted the page with his big ugly printing and that he was just like his father, with a heavy hand and no natural neatness.

Remembering that incident again now sent a frown to Sophia's face. Why did she keep thinking of things that made Jonathon appear the wronged person in this family? Surely Godfrey had been the son who had drawn the short straw? Jonathon had it all. Looks. Drive. Intelligence. He'd shone as a student and an athlete, according to Wilma. He'd had girls running after him by the score. His father had ap​parently lavished praise and approval on him by the bucketful.

So what if his mother hadn't loved him? So what if his wife had left him? So what if he'd had to marry a girl in name only, just so that his brother's child could achieve legitimacy?

Something moved within Sophia that felt awfully like pity, yet not quite. It was stronger, more emotional, more… what?

'How was Jonathon this morning?' she demanded of Maud, so abruptly the housekeeper shot her a startled look.

'Why do you ask that?'

Sophia shrugged, the action an echo of her own inner confusion. 'I just wondered,' she said.

'He was like a bear with a sore head. Frankly, I think he had a hangover.'

'A hangover?'

Maud nodded wryly. 'He's been hitting the bottle lately. Has been ever since Godfrey died. He did the same when that bitch of a wife of his left him for that movie producer.'

'What movie producer?' Sophia pounced, eager to know about the break-up of Jonathon's marriage.

Maud scowled. 'Some rich American who was out here on a talent-scouting trip. She went back to the States with him. Dear Charmaine always had acting aspirations, though for my money she couldn't act her way out of a paper bag. Had a good figure, though, I'll give her that. Her face was passable as well, I suppose, though her hair was obviously fake blonde. Maybe her boobs as well. Who knows these days?'

'How long was Jonathon married to her?'

'Just on two years. Frankly, I think he wasn't thinking straight when he got mixed up with that floozy. His father had just died, Godfrey had done a bunk, and he'd been working twenty-hour days to salvage Parnell Property Developments when she walked into his life. The poor devil never stood a chance.'

Sophia was startled by Maud's unexpected sym​pathy for Jonathon. She'd always thought Maud didn't like her employer very much. 'Did he love her?' she asked.

'He was crazy about her, the deluded fool.'

'Oh…'

'She used to spend hours and hours on her appear​ance, bathing in perfumed oil every afternoon then whisking Jonathon off up into the bedroom the second he got home. It was disgusting, the way she kept him bewitched through sex. She made him think he was her life, then up and dumped him, just like that!' Maud snapped her fingers.

Sophia grimaced.

'Yes, that's exactly the way his mother and I felt,' Maud agreed. 'But there was nothing we could do or say against her. Love is blind. Or lust is. Jonathon is just like his father in that regard. Henry was a very physical man too. Maybe I shouldn't be saying this but Jonathon's father was not the most faithful of husbands. Ivy pretended she didn't know, but I'm sure she did. She…'

The telephone ringing interrupted Maud's gossip​ing, Sophia feeling rather relieved about that. She really didn't want to hear the personal and private details of Ivy's marriage, though the bit about Jonathon's first wife had been informative. What a bitch!

'Parnell Hall,' she heard Maud say in the back​ground. 'Oh, yes, Wilma… He is…? Where…? For how long… ? I see… Yes, it'll be ready… Bye, dear. See you soon.'

Maud hung up with a sigh. 'Speak of the devil,' she muttered.

'What was that all about?' Sophia asked.

'I have to pack an overnight case for the Lord and Master,' Maud said drily. 'Wilma's on her way to pick it up. He's going away for a couple of days.'

'G-going away?'

'Yes, flying up to the Gold Coast this afternoon. On business. Or so he says,' she muttered.

Sophia fell silent, knowing in her heart that what Maud had just implied was probably true. He was not going away on business. He was going away to rid himself of the sexual frustrations that had caused what had happened last night. Logic told her he was doing the right thing, the 'discreet' thing. There was no reason for her to feel upset in any way by his very sensible decision.

So why was she?

Sophia finally decided she wasn't. It was Jonathon's going away without having the common decency to say goodbye to her personally that was irritating her. She might only be his wife in name only, but he could still have asked to speak to her. He could have said goodbye to her, not to mention his mother as well. The man was downright rude!

A slow-burning resentment simmered within Sophia the rest of the day, especially after Wilma dashed in and out like a whirlwind, on instructions from her boss not to stay and chat but to get back to the office, pronto. Sophia revised her opinion about Jonathon's not being an unfeeling machine. He most definitely was. She decided his betraying his sexual needs the previous evening had nothing to do with real feelings. Real feelings came from the head and the heart, whereas what Jonathon was suffering from came from strictly below the waist.

It particularly annoyed Sophia to think of how exactly he was going to go about satisfying those needs. Did he have a little black book with names and addresses of accommodating ladies in it from all over Australia? Was he taking some secret mistress with him? Or was he contemplating picking up some woman from a bar somewhere?

Surely, oh, surely he didn't plan on paying for a professional's services! Her eyes blinked wide, the very idea turning her stomach.

Revulsion plus common sense quickly discarded this last thought. Jonathon would not have to resort to paying for sex. Neither was he the sort of man to take stupid risks with his health. The women he consorted with would all be intelligent, sophisticated females who would be as concerned with their own well-being as their partners'. Safe sex would be the name of the game; mutual satisfaction their only aim.

She still shuddered at the thought.

By lunchtime Sophia found herself so nervy and unnerved that she decided some physical work was the only antidote for her agitation.

'Why don't we start spring cleaning the house this week?' she suggested to Maud over a cheese and tomato sandwich. 'You told me a few days ago that you always gave it a good going over every September. Since it's a nice sunny day today, I could start on the windows.'

Maud dragged her eyes away from the Midday Show to give her an exasperated look. 'For pity's sake, Sophia. I defended your right to do a few chores around the place but you're hardly in a fit state to start climbing up on ladders, cleaning windows and such. Frankly, I'm too old for such nonsense as well; have been for years. We always get a cleaning service in to do the hard stuff like the blinds and the windows.'

'Fair enough,' Sophia agreed. 'But I could at least wash and iron the curtains. Or what about the floors? I could polish the floors.'

'Definitely not! Jonathon would skin me alive if I let you do such heavy work. No, I'll be sending the curtains out to be dry-cleaned as usual. As for the floors—there are far too many for you to do. It would exhaust you. If you must do something, there's a lot of silver to be cleaned. That's a nice safe sitting-down job.'

'What's a nice safe sitting-down job?' Ivy asked as she wandered in, a folded newspaper in her hands.

'Sophia's going to clean the silver.'

Ivy smiled her approval. 'What a good girl you are. Here, have a look at this last clue for me, Sophia? I can't get it and Jonathon isn't here to ask…'

By bedtime that night, Sophia hoped never to see another piece of silver—or a cryptic crossword— again. Her poor brain had gone round and round for hours, only to have Ivy walk back in and do the damned thing herself in a sudden inspiration. Trying to untangle cryptic clues, Sophia decided, was almost as tiring and tedious as cleaning endless pieces of cutlery. Frankly, she'd rather milk cows, and she'd never particularly liked that job, either.

The only reward for her day's labour was that she was blessedly tired and fell asleep without any of the restlessness that had plagued her the night before. The following morning, the cleaning service Maud had called arrived first thing, the blinds and curtains and rugs being carted away for cleaning elsewhere while a team of overalled workers stayed behind. Two men set to washing the many windows inside and out, a very fit-looking girl waxing and polishing the wooden floors downstairs while a third male person steam-cleaned the carpets upstairs.

By the middle of the Wednesday afternoon, all the blinds and curtains were back in place and the place looked and smelt fresh and clean. Sophia was wan​dering through the house admiring everything when she spied a job that had been overlooked. The ceiling fans needed dusting.

Without saying a word to the others—Maud was fortunately busy preparing dinner and Ivy was resting upstairs—Sophia quietly collected a small set of steps and a feather duster from the cupboard under the stairs and set about doing the fan in the study first, making sure she was extra careful when climbing the ladder and reaching up to stroke the duster along the first blade.

When a shower of dust landed on top of her head, Sophia stopped, sighed, then climbed back down again and went to get a scarf to tie over her hair. She had remembered seeing an old tartan one on a peg under the stairs a few minutes before.

Back up the steps again with the scarf securely in place, she resumed carefully dusting each of the four blades and was on to the last one when two large male arms suddenly wrapped around her waist and lifted her off the ladder into mid-air.

Sophia dropped the duster, her gasp of shock forming into a scream just as Jonathon's angry voice filled her ears.

'And what the hell do you think you're doing, you silly little fool?'

CHAPTER FIVE

By the time Jonathon lowered her to the floor, turning her in his arms to face him, Sophia's shock had long turned to outrage. What in hell did he think he was doing was more like it, scaring the life out of her like that? And what was he doing home anyway? He wasn't expected for another couple of hours.

But she said nothing, glaring up into angry blue eyes with angry eyes herself, her lips pressed firmly together in mutinous silence for fear that this time her temper might make her run off at the mouth with decidedly unwise words.

Jonathon wasn't similarly reticent. 'I thought having Godfrey's baby meant the world to you,' he flung at her. 'Whatever possessed you to get up on that ladder? You might have fallen.'

Hurt that he would imply she would recklessly risk Godfrey's child drove her to protest. 'I was perfectly safe,' she flung back, 'till you grabbed me and dragged me off into thin air. That nearly gave me a heart attack!'

Which was no exaggeration, Sophia realised. Why, her heart was going so fast that a heart attack was still on the cards!

Suddenly aware that his hands were still around her waist, she brushed them off in a type of panic and hurriedly spun away from him, almost tripping over the steps in the process, knocking her shin against one of the legs. The sharp pain, plus her uncharacteristic clumsiness, made her mad as a hatter and she rounded on him.

'Now look what you've done?' she snapped.

His sigh had a martyred sound to it. 'I haven't done anything, Sophia, except try to look after you. Godfrey put your welfare in my hands. I wouldn't be able to sleep at night if I let him down where you were concerned.'

Sophia's dismay was instant. She was the one letting Godfrey down. Here she was again, acting like a shrew and generally being a right pain. Underneath, she knew she'd been a bit silly getting up on that ladder. Maud had warned her not to do anything of the kind but she'd thought she knew better. Remorse mingled with guilt and an undermining awareness of her own stupidity.

'I'm sorry,' she said in a voice raw with emotion, her eyes dropping to the floor. 'I won't do it again.'

'I hope not,' he grumped. 'But I'm still going to give my mother and Maud firm instructions the next time I go away. You obviously can't be trusted to use common sense when it comes to this passion you have for cleaning.'

Her eyes jerked up to his, alarmed at the thought she might have caused trouble for Maud and Ivy. 'Oh, please don't say anything to them,' she begged. 'It wasn't their fault. Truly. They didn't even know what I was doing. Maud was busy in the kitchen and your mother was lying down.'

His expression was disbelieving. 'You mean you sneak around this house, cleaning things while no one is looking? What is it with you? Is cleaning some sort of secret addiction of yours? Are you one of those maniacally house-proud females who can't walk past a surface without running their finger along to check for dust?'

'No, of course not! But I do like to see a job done properly. Maud had the whole house professionally spring-cleaned while you were away, and I was thinking how great everything looked. When I noticed all the dust on the ceiling fans, I just had to do them.'

'She just had to do them,' he repeated drily.

Sophia's chin lifted in defiance of his sarcasm. 'Yes,' she shot back waspishly. 'My passion for cleaning got the better of me!'

'Well well,' he drawled, one eyebrow lifting in sur​prise at her counter-attack. 'Not such a frightened little kitten after all, are you? I've noticed you've also finally got over that infernal stammer, thank God. Can I hope it's permanent?'

Sophia glared at him, thinking again that he was as far removed from Godfrey as night was from day.

'I certainly hope so,' she bit out.

He folded his arms and leant back against the desk behind him, a drily amused smile tugging at his lips. 'So, have you decided I'm not such a monster after all?'

Sophia couldn't help staring at him. Not once, in all the time she'd known Jonathon had he smiled at her in any way, shape or form. It quite transformed his face, bringing some warmth to his coldly handsome features, his cruel mouth softening to a sensual curve, his icy blue eyes actually glittering with a surprising degree of humanity and humour.

It threw her to be suddenly confronted with the Jonathon Godfrey had once described to her, but which she had never seen for herself, the Jonathon who wouldn't have to work too hard to have women throwing themselves at his head. Or was it his feet?

For a few disarming seconds, she felt the pull of his physical appeal before a bitter resentment sur​faced, totally obliterating any vulnerability to such a superficial and strictly God-given charm. Godfrey had been worth ten of this man!

'I've never thought of you as an actual monster, Jonathon,' Sophia said stiffly.

'You could have fooled me,' he said, his smile widening.

Sophia's heart fluttered anew under its impact, her stomach immediately clenching down hard in dismay. Surely she couldn't be attracted to Godfrey's brother. She just couldn't!

But it seemed she was…
'Some people bring out the best in a person,' she snapped in self-disgust. 'Others the worst.'

The smile faded. And so did the charm. It was like a light being switched off, and Sophia was flooded with relief. It had been a momentary aberration, that was all. How could she possibly feel anything for Jonathon like that?

He straightened abruptly, his arms falling to his sides, his large chest rising and falling with a ragged sigh. Suddenly he looked and sounded very tired, his bleakness dredging up some of Sophia's earlier sym​pathetic feelings for him.

'Yes,' he admitted grudgingly. 'Godfrey had that talent. I'll give him that. He made people love him, despite his obvious failings. I have no idea how he managed it,' he added, shaking his head.

The word 'failings' evoked a fierce, maternal-style protectiveness in Sophia. 'You're always implying Godfrey was a failure and a loser,' she accused. 'But he wasn't. If success is measured by how much a person is truly valued by others, then he was the greatest success of all time.'

Jonathon stared straight at her, yet right through her, his eyes oddly dead. 'You could be right, Sophia. You could be right.' He turned and walked around behind the desk, flopping down into the large leather chair and briefly leaning back with his eyes closed before opening them again and glancing over at her.

'Go and tell Maud I'm home, will you?' he asked rather wearily. 'Dinner at seven, if possible. I have a lot of paperwork to catch up on tonight.'

'Would… would you like me to bring you a cup of coffee?' she offered hesitantly as a type of apology. The last thing she wanted was to be at odds with Jonathon all the time.

'Right now, you mean?'

'Yes.'

'No, thanks. I need something a little stronger than that. I'll get myself a proper drink in a minute. Oh, for God's sake, don't go picking up that damned ladder!' he suddenly roared, snapping forward on his chair. 'And for pity's sake take off that ghastly scarf. You look like Sadie the cleaning lady.'

Sophia coloured as she realised she had forgotten all about the scarf. She whipped a hand up to drag off the offending scrap of tartan, feeling mortified at having looked silly in front of Jonathon, who was always the picture of sartorial splendour, his ex​pensive business suits never creased, his shirt as dazzlingly white as his teeth, his black wavy hair never out of place.

'There's no need to yell,' she said unhappily. 'And there's no need to make me feel awful.'

His sigh carried self-irritation. 'I wasn't trying to make you feel awful. If anyone feels awful around here, it's me.'

'I don't know why,' she muttered. 'You're the one who's been away, living it up on the Gold Coast.'

'Hardly living it up, Sophia. I was there on business.'

'Oh, yeah, sure.'

They stared at each other, Sophia with obvious cynicism in her eyes and Jonathon with shock.

But he wasn't shocked for long, his face growing hard and resentful as cold blue eyes raked over her. Sophia gulped, already regretting her foolhardiness at revealing she knew the purpose of his little trip away.

'I don't understand your attitude,' he bit out. 'All I ever promised you was that I would be discreet. I was. Very. And I will continue to be till we're di​vorced. Meanwhile, don't you ever sit in judgement of me. I won't stand for it!' He thumped the desk with his balled fist and glowered at her. 'I certainly won't be made to feel guilty when I have done nothing to feel bloody guilty over! So I spent a couple of nights with a woman? Big deal. What did you expect me to do in these conditions? Satisfy myself like some schoolboy? God, girl, grow up! This is real life here and in real life, real men go to bed with real women. Comprends?'

She shivered under the force of his quite terrifying fury. 'Y-yes,' she said in a small, quavering voice. 'I… I… understand.'

His face twisted into a grimace at the sound of her stammering again. 'Go,' he ordered with a groan, waving an impatient hand as he slumped back in the chair, his eyes closing. 'Just go…'
She went.

CHAPTER SIX

Dinner that evening was a strain. Sophia sat down at the table in fear that Jonathon would say some​thing to Ivy or Maud about finding her up a ladder, dusting.

But he didn't.

Frankly, he hardly said a word all through the meal, eating his food in a darkly brooding silence, his mind obviously a million miles away. Whenever his mother or Maud spoke to him, he seemed to have to drag his thoughts back to the present with a real effort. His answers to their innocent questions about his trip away were curt and largely uninformative.

Sophia knew why. There hadn't been any business conducted. Jonathon had gone to the Gold Coast for one reason and one reason only.

Her appetite for the food in front of her dwindled as she contemplated that reason, wondering how long it would be before he took himself off again. Once, she glanced sideways down the table at him, and their eyes met. He looked right through her, then back down at his dessert.

Sophia was glad when Jonathon took his coffee into the study.

'Couldn't have been a very successful trip,' Maud muttered as she and Sophia cleared the plates away. Ivy had already scuttled off to her bedroom to read.

Sophia didn't know what to say to that, knowing it was the altercation with her that had put him in such a bad mood. His trip to the Gold Coast had undoubtedly been very successful. 'Maybe he's just tired,' she muttered, hating the disturbingly explicit images that kept popping into her mind.

'Then he should stop burning the candle at both ends,' Maud said sharply. 'The man doesn't get enough sleep. And he drinks too much. I checked the liquor stocks in his study while he was away, and there was hardly a drop of whisky left, not to mention brandy, vodka and cognac. I hope he's not going the way of his father. Henry drank too much in the years preceding his death. Put on too much weight too. Sixty was far too young to die in my opinion.'

'My father was only thirty-nine when he died of a heart attack,' Sophia said, gulping down the lump that formed in her throat whenever she thought of her father.

'Yes, I remember you telling me that,' Maud mused. 'That was young, Sophia. And your mother was how old when she died?'

'Thirty-eight.'

'How sad for you.'

Sophia scooped in a deep breath and let it out slowly. 'Yes, it was,' she agreed, then busied herself, stacking up the rest of the dishes.

That night, once again, Sophia had trouble falling asleep. There was a dull throbbing behind her eyes and she had a slight tummy upset. On top of that, she was also still perturbed over the run-in she'd had with Jonathon.

He was right, of course, she'd begun to appreciate. She had no right to judge him over the private and personal side of his life. What in heaven's name did she expect him to do? He was a man in his prime. Only thirty-four, for pity's sake. Healthy. Handsome. Full of energy and drive and hormones.

A man of Godfrey's nature might have been able to embrace celibacy without it disturbing his equilib​rium too much—clearly he had!—but his younger brother was a different kettle of fish entirely. Jonathon had obviously always been a big winner where the op​posite sex was concerned, with a strong libido to match. He wouldn't be used to doing without in the bedroom.

When Sophia finally began to drift off to sleep, she was wondering exactly what kind of woman Jonathon was attracted to. Did she have to be tall, blonde, shapely, sophisticated?

He was sure to like tall women, she decided with a yawn.

Sophia's last fuzzy thought was a resolve to ask Maud in the morning exactly what Charmaine had looked like, even though an image was already forming in her mind, that of a tall, sexy creature with come-hither blue eyes, a mane of exquisitely styled blonde hair, a model-perfect figure and long, long legs that went on forever, nothing like a five-foot-two half-Italian brunette with big brown doe-eyes, long wavy unstyled hair, and a figure far too lush and curvy for her height.

Sophia woke with the pain.

For a few seconds she was disoriented, not sure what was wrong till another cramp twisted at her insides. Her groan echoed her horror, and disbelief. No, no, it couldn't be. It just couldn't.

She lay there in denial for another minute or two, till more cramps forced her to crawl out of bed and into the bathroom where her worst nightmare was re​vealed. Her underwear was spotted with blood.

'Dear God, no,' she cried, her hands shaking as she stuffed a few tissues into her pants then made her way slowly back into the bedroom, hunching over with the pain. The bedside clock showed two-fifteen. Everyone would be in bed, sound asleep, at this late hour.

Sophia began to panic. What was she to do? She would have to wake someone. She needed help.

It would have to be Maud. Ivy took sleeping tablets every night and was impossible to rouse once they'd taken effect. Jonathon she refused to consider. She could not bear to see the accusing look in his eyes when she told him what was happening. He would think it was her fault somehow. She just knew he would.

No, it would have to be Maud.

The trouble was that Maud slept in her own granny flat behind the garages, quite some distance away.

Another pain ripped through Sophia, stronger, sharper. It propelled her across the room and out into the upstairs hallways. Arms crossed and hugging her stomach, she made her way slowly to the top of the stairs, her discomfort increasing. She had occasion​ally had painful periods, but this was sheer torture, the physical discomfort made worse by her emotional distress.

She was going to lose Godfrey's baby.

As she started to creep down the stairs—each step an agony—total despair was kept at bay with some straw-grasping thoughts. Maybe there was still some hope. Maybe she wouldn't really miscarry. Maybe a doctor could give her an injection or something to stop what was happening.

When Sophia reached the bottom of the stairs, she was surprised to see that the light was on under the study door. Jonathon was still up. Suddenly, another cramping pain struck. It felt like a hot dagger being plunged into her belly and she couldn't stop crying out loud.

The study door was wrenched open and a be​draggled, bleary-eyed Jonathon stood there, staring at her. If she'd been capable of noticing the appalling physical state he was in, she might have stared at him in return. But pain was dulling her mind and tears blurring her eyes. It was taking all of Sophia's strength to remain standing upright. The urge to simply sink down on to the floor was intense.

Jonathon's eyes widened on her pale, pain-filled face and he took a hesitant step out into the hallway. 'What is it, Sophia?' he demanded hoarsely. 'What's wrong? Are you ill?'

'I'm bleeding,' she said, her words coming out in a shaky whisper.

'Bleeding?' he repeated rather blankly.

'Yes,' she said, and a moan of pain punched from her throat. The tears which had been threatening sud​denly spilled over and started running down her cheeks. 'Oh, Jonathon,' she cried, her voice raw with emotion. 'I think I'm losing Godfrey's baby!'

For a second he seemed struck dumb, but then Sophia began to double up with the pain and he raced forward, scooping her up high into his arms, then en​folding her hard against him.

'No you're not,' he ground out. 'Not if I can help it.' And he began carrying her back up the stairs.

With a sob she wrapped her arms tightly around him and pressed her wet cheeks against the warm ex​panse of his chest. 'Don't be angry with me,' she choked out as he angled her through the doorway of her bedroom. 'I didn't do anything silly. Truly I didn't.'

'No, of course you didn't,' he agreed thickly, throwing her an anguished look as he laid her gently on the bed and pulled the quilt over her. 'Is the bleeding very bad?'

'Not too bad,' she said, trying not to thresh about. But the pain was getting worse, if that was possible.

'I'm going to ring your doctor,' Jonathon told her. 'I don't suppose you know his number.'

She shook her head. 'Not off by heart,' she bit out, clenching her teeth hard. 'But I… I wrote it down in the telephone book on the hall table… under H for Henderson.'

'I'll go and call.'

Sophia didn't want him to leave her, but she knew he had to. The next five minutes were interminable. Her eyes were glued to the opened doorway, her pain-racked body relaxing a little when Jonathon returned. He came to her across the carpet with brisk, efficient strides, sitting down and taking her hands soothingly in his. How strong he was, she realised somewhat dazedly. And how kind. She'd been so wrong about him. So very wrong.

'Please don't be alarmed,' he began gently, 'but Dr Henderson wants you in hospital. He's sending an ambulance straight away and will meet you there. They'll be here shortly. I've woken Maud. She's getting dressed. She's going to go with you.'

'Can't you come with me?' she asked tremulously.

He seemed taken aback by her request. 'You want me to come with you?'

Her eyes swam. 'Yes. I think I'd be braver with you. Please promise me you'll come. Promise me you won't leave me. Promise.'

His hands tightened around hers. 'I promise.'

Sophia closed her eyes with a shuddering sigh. 'Thank you,' she whispered.

She lost the baby. And Jonathon did have to leave her eventually, when she was taken away into Theatre for a precautionary curette.

But he was sitting there in her hospital room when she was brought back in from Recovery a couple of hours later, rising to his feet as she was wheeled in, watching in grim silence as she was lifted into her bed and made comfortable before the wardsman and the sister left the room.

'You should have gone home, Jonathon,' were her first quavering words once they were alone. 'You must be awfully tired.'

'Tired I can live with, Sophia,' he said. 'But a promise is a promise.' He dragged a chair up to the side of the bed and sat down. 'I wouldn't have been able to sleep if I'd gone home, anyway. How are you feeling?'

Her shoulders lifted in a resigned shrug. 'All right, I guess.'

'Don't keep on trying to be brave, sweetheart. If you want to cry, cry. I won't mind. I feel like crying myself.'

Surprised eyes slid over to his. 'You, Jonathon?'

He did, indeed, look very bleak. Not only bleak but dishevelled, she realised. Her gaze travelled slowly over him, from his creased clothes to his stubbly chin to his bloodshot eyes.

'I know,' he said wearily, and ran a hand back through his messy hair. 'I look terrible.'

'You look exhausted. You really should go home.'

'No,' he said firmly. 'I'm staying.'

A short silence fell between them and Sophia closed her eyes, swamped by depression. The overwhelming feeling that she had somehow let Godfrey down would not leave her. Perhaps she should have warned the doctor about her mother's medical history. Maybe if she had, this could have been prevented. The fear that she might have inherited her mother's inability to carry a child full-term brought a low whimper of distress.

'I hope you're not blaming yourself for this.'

Sophia's eyes fluttered open at Jonathon's stern words. She shrugged again, unable to deny or confirm what she was feeling. Was it guilt? Or despair?

'I spoke to the doctor earlier,' Jonathon went on, 'and he said this is nature's way when there's some​thing wrong with the development of the foetus. He said he'd had a niggling concern during your last visit that something was wrong, which is why he ordered an ultrasound. But he didn't say anything for fear of worrying you.'

'My mother was a habitual aborter,' she said un​happily. 'Maybe I'm the same.'

'I doubt that, Sophia.'

'But I might be.' The thought terrified her, for she'd always wanted lots of children.

'Don't jump to conclusions. Ask the doctor when you see him.'

'All right,' she sighed, and fell wretchedly silent again.

'Tell me about your mother, Sophia,' Jonathon asked after a while. 'All I know is that she died shortly before you came to live with Godfrey. He also said something about how your stepfather had tried to force you to marry him. Is that right?'

She nodded. 'He was Italian too, my stepfather. My real father wasn't. He was Australian. Mum met him when she was at school. He was her English teacher.'

'I'll bet her parents didn't like that.'

'Her parents were dead, killed in an earthquake back in Italy. She'd been sent out here to Australia to live with an aunt and an uncle. Apparently she was a bit of a rebel, and they were never able to control her much.

'Anyway, she married Dad the year after she left school and I was born nine months after the wedding. It seems something went wrong with Mum's uterus when I was born. When she had two miscarriages after me, the doctors told her not to try any more, that it was dangerous.'

'But she did?'

'Not with my real Dad. But after he died unex​pectedly early of a coronary, she married Joe. He was a second cousin of hers. That's when we moved to the farm outside of Lithgow. Joe wanted a son. He was a very good-looking man, but very traditionally Italian in his ways. Poor Mum tried to have a baby every year, and every year she lost it. I used to argue with my stepfather about how it was killing her, trying to give him his precious son.

'One day, when I was sixteen and Mum had just had her fifth miscarriage, he and I had a really big argument. He said women were for having bambinos and that if my mother couldn't give him one then he would find a younger woman who could. Out of the blue he…he tried to…to…you know. I fought him off and grabbed a knife and told him if he ever came near me again, I'd kill him.'

'I'd like to kill the bastard myself,' Jonathon growled. 'Did he ever try again?'

'Not till Mum died. And even then, he didn't try to force me to go to bed with him. His idea by then was that I marry him first. When I said I'd rather die he locked me in my bedroom, boarded up the window and told me I wasn't going to get any food and water till I came to my senses.'

'What did you do?'

'It took me all night but I managed to work a couple of boards off the windows, climbed out and went racing to Godfrey. He lived next door, you know.'

'Yes, I know. What did Godfrey do?'

'He told me I could move in with him till I knew what I wanted to do with my life, so I did.'

'What did your stepfather do then? Surely he must have done something!'

'He came storming over, ranting and raving, but my Godfrey was magnificent.' Sophia smiled widely at the memory. 'He had this old rifle which didn't even work but Joe didn't know that. He pointed it straight at Joe's head and told him if he ever came near me again, he'd splatter his brains from there to Lithgow.'

'Good lord! Godfrey did that?'

'He sure did.'

'The power of love,' Jonathon muttered. 'So what happened next?'

'Joe sold up the farm and moved to Melbourne. I haven't heard from him since.'

'I dare say you haven't missed him.'

'Hardly.'

Jonathon began shaking his head. 'I still can't be​lieve it. Godfrey…my meek and mild brother, ac​tually physically threatening someone.'

Sophia's smile was rueful. 'Maybe I should tell you what happened after Joe left…'

'Maybe you should.'

'Godfrey fainted dead away. I had to carry him inside and put him to bed.'

Jonathon's nod was as dry as his voice. 'Now that's more like the Godfrey I knew and loved.'

Sophia's heart turned over and she looked at Jonathon, her eyes blurring suddenly. 'You did love him, didn't you?'

'Very much.'

'He loved you too, Jonathon.'

'I hope so, Sophia. I really hope so.'

'He was a very special man.'

'Very special.'

'And he's gone,' she cried softly. 'And his baby's gone. There's nothing left for people to remember him by. It's not fair. It's just not fair…'

'Life was never fair to Godfrey,' Jonathon agreed with a weary sigh.

'I loved him so much.'

'Yes… I know.'

'I'll never forget him.'

'Yes… I know.'

The utter desolation in Jonathon's voice pricked at her conscience. He was suffering too. She should try not to be so maudlin. Godfrey would not have liked her to be maudlin. He hated dreariness in any way shape or form. And hatred. Godfrey always said it was a pity human beings could not all love one another, no matter what.

She reached over and picked up the nearest of Jonathon's hands, the unexpected action sending his eyes jerking up to hers. 'Don't be sad, Jonathon,' she soothed. 'If there's one thing that has come out of all this, it's that we've become friends. Look, I haven't even stammered once tonight and I'm not at all angry with you.'

He simply stared at her, so hard and long that she began to feel self-conscious. And then it hit her. She was no longer having Godfrey's baby. There was no longer any reason for her to be welcome in the Parnell home. Their friendship had come a little late.

She extracted her hand from his, a sharp pang of dismay jabbing at her heart.

'What is it?' Jonathon snapped. 'What's wrong?'

'Nothing…'

'Don't give me that, Sophia. Your face is an open book. What's suddenly worrying you?'

'I…I was wondering what I was going to do now?' she admitted unhappily. 'Where I was going to live?'

'Why, you'll go on living at Parnell Hall, of course!'

'There's no of course about it, Jonathon. All my reasons for coming to live with you are gone now. All your reasons for marrying me are similarly gone.'

'What nonsense you speak.' He stood up and began pacing around the room, clearly agitated. At last he ground to a halt, glaring over at her. Yesterday, she might have quailed under such a dark scowl. But now she knew Jonathon was nothing like she'd originally imagined. Underneath the wolf lived a lamb. Under​neath the hard shell lay a tender heart.

'Mother would have my hide if you didn't come back to live with us. So would Maud. You light up the house, Sophia. You're like a spring day after the gloom of winter. You will not leave us. I command it!'

Sophia blinked her astonishment at Jonathon's passionate and almost poetic outburst.

'We will find you a job when you're fully re​covered,' he swept on. 'Or, if you'd prefer, you might like to go to university and study something. Have you passed your HSC?'

Sophia nodded, though her pass was nothing to write home about. She might have done much better if Joe hadn't kept her away from school so much to help on the farm. She'd had more days off than anyone else in her class.

'That's settled then. I don't want to hear any more of this leaving nonsense. You must think me a heartless bastard if you would imagine I would turf you out at such a time. Good lord, Sophia, have some compassion for me before ever suggesting such a thing again. Think of what Wilma would do if she found out? My life wouldn't be worth living!'

Sophia gave him a watery smile which ended in a yawn, followed by a shuddering sigh of exhaustion.

Jonathon groaned. 'I'm being selfish, raving on when you must be dying to go to sleep. I was just trying to take your mind off things. You should have told me to shut up and get lost.'

She managed another weak smile. 'Shut up and get lost.'

He smiled, then came forward and bent over her, giving her a kiss on the cheek. 'Go to sleep now,' he murmured. 'And don't worry. I'll look after you. I promised Godfrey…'

CHAPTER SEVEN

'What a madhouse!' Wilma exclaimed. 'Anyone would think it was Christmas tomorrow, instead of a full week away. Every man and his dog must be in Chatswood buying presents. I think we would have been better off going to a smaller shopping centre, Sophia. Oh, look, there's a coffee-lounge with some spare tables. Let's go and sit down for a while. I'm bushed.'

'Me too,' Sophia agreed. 'I didn't realise buying Jonathon a camera would be so difficult, or that they'd be so expensive.'

Sophia and Wilma angled their way over to a table against the wall and sat, happy to put their parcels down and rest their weary feet. A harried-looking waitress bustled over and was relieved when they only ordered iced coffee.

'You shouldn't have to worry about money, Sophia,' Wilma commented once the waitress moved off. 'Didn't Jonathon set you up with a special bank account for your everyday expenses?'

'Yes. Yes, he did. I have the book safely put away in a drawer in my bedroom.'

Wilma frowned. 'It sounds as if you haven't used it yet.'

'Well, no, I haven't. I haven't had any need. Jonathon's already bought me everything I could possibly want in the way of clothes and cosmetics. Maud keeps my bathroom cupboard stocked full of toiletries. Ivy insists on paying my way in whenever we go to the movies, and you always insist on paying for whatever we eat and drink every Saturday.'

It had become something of a ritual, her spending Saturday with Wilma. Sometimes they just went to Wilma's unit at Hornsby for lunch and a few hours' female chit-chat, but more often than not Sophia ac​companied Wilma out shopping somewhere. Wilma, she decided, was a shopaholic.

'Frankly, Wilma, I'm not comfortable with the amount of money Jonathon's given me all round. It's far more than I expected even when I was having Godfrey's baby. I've been thinking about asking Jonathon if he wants some of it back again.'

'Good God, don't do that!' Wilma exclaimed. 'He'd be most annoyed. He likes thinking he's looked after you properly. He'd want you to spend some of the money, too.'

'But not to buy him his own Christmas present,' Sophia insisted. 'That wouldn't have felt right.'

'Then where on earth did you get the four hundred dollars you just spent on that camera?'

'I earnt it.'

'Earnt it? How?'

'Ironing.'

'Ironing?'

'Yes, I talked Maud into paying me to do what she usually sends out. Then I put pamphlets in the letter​boxes down our street, undercutting the other local ironing services. I've got four regular clients already. I've been earning an average of a hundred and fifty dollars a week for the past month or so.'

Wilma was looking at her with appalled eyes. 'Does Jonathon know about this?'

'Of course not. And he's not going to. He'd probably have a pink fit.'

'Pink is not the colour I would choose to describe the sort of fit he would have,' Wilma said drily. 'You know, Sophia, I doubt you've ever seen Jonathon in one of his full-blown black rages, have you?'

'I've certainly seen him less than happy.'

'Not the same, I assure you.'

'I can't imagine the Jonathon of the last few months getting up the energy for a full-blown rage, be it black, pink or otherwise. What's wrong with him, Wilma? Is he still grieving the loss of Godfrey and Godfrey's child? I know Ivy is. She's like a wet blanket all the time. It's very depressing, really. Maud's the only one around the house who's ever cheerful. Sometimes, I feel quite cross with Jonathon and his mother. Don't they think I'm sad too, that I'm feeling the loss maybe more than they do? Ivy's moods I can perhaps toler​ate. She's an old lady. But Jonathon should be big enough to snap out of it, yet he never smiles, never laughs. He only comes home to eat, work and sleep. When he has to talk, he's quite curt. And he's drinking like a fish. Maud's quite worried.'

'And you, Sophia?' Wilma said quietly. 'Are you worried? Do you really care what happens to Jonathon?'

'Of course I do! I care about Jonathon a lot. I just wish he really cared about me in return. I thought we'd come to an understanding the night I lost Godfrey's baby. He was incredibly sweet to me that night, Wilma, and amazingly supportive. I thought…' She shook her head in a type of confusion. 'Oh I don't know what I thought except that I was so pleased— and relieved—that we'd finally become friends. Godfrey would have wanted that. But now… now I can see I'll never be Jonathon's friend. I'm his re​sponsibility, that's all. And that's all I'll ever be.'

'Oh, I wouldn't say that…'

Wilma's drily knowing tone startled Sophia and she was about to say something when their iced coffee arrived. It rather broke the moment, though it gave Sophia a few seconds to think about what Wilma might be implying. The answer to such a speculation had Sophia's breath catching in her throat. Wide eyes found Wilma's cool grey ones across the table. Wilma's smile was just as cool.

'I see you've finally opened your eyes in more ways than one. I've been wondering how long it would take.'

'But… but that's crazy, Wilma! Jonathon's not at​tracted to me at all, and I… I… I'm still in love with Godfrey,' she finished in a panicky rush.

'I'm so glad you didn't he and say you weren't at​tracted to Jonathon,' Wilma returned drily. 'A girl would have to be deaf, dumb and blind not to be at​tracted to him. The man is exceptionally good-looking and as sexy as all get-out.'

Sophia stared at Jonathon's secretary. Had she been wrong all this time? Was Wilma secretly in love with her boss?

'No,' Wilma drawled. 'I'm not in love with Jonathon. He's far too young for me. And far too physical. Frankly, I like much older men, ones who prefer a woman's brain to her body.' She smiled at Sophia's ongoing shock. 'But you, Sophia, are another matter. You're a beautiful girl. And very physical too. I refuse to believe that your youthful hormones haven't been responding to Jonathon on a purely sexual level. As for Jonathon… if you think he's not attracted to that lush, nubile young body of yours then think again, my dear. I would imagine his moods of late are nothing to do with grief and everything to do with frustration.'

Sophia bent her head abruptly and sucked up some iced coffee into her straw. She desperately needed some cooling down, not to mention some time to think. Perhaps there was some truth in what Wilma was saying. She'd always admired Jonathon's looks, and there had been a couple of moments when she'd felt drawn to him, especially when she'd been emotionally vulnerable.

But on a purely sexual level? No, she couldn't honestly say her feelings for him had been that. As for Jonathon's being attracted to her… She'd already accepted that that was a possibility in a superficial sense, but she doubted she was the cause of his losing sleep at nights. He'd been taking his little trips away on a regular basis over the past three months. There was no reason whatsoever for him to be suffering from frustration.

His suffering, she believed, was something entirely different, something deeper, something very private and personal.

Her mind turned to Jonathon's ex-wife for the first time in months. She'd never asked Maud about the woman as she'd once meant to, the loss of Godfrey's baby having consumed her thoughts and feelings for a long, long time. Now her curiosity was piqued again.

'Tell me about Charmaine, Wilma. What was she like?'

'The most strikingly beautiful woman I've ever seen on first viewing. But the closer you looked, the less perfect she seemed. She was all flash and flesh, if you know what I mean. Masses of golden-blonde hair, a Miss America smile, big boobs, long legs. Real Penthouse Pet material. Not dumb, though. Behind the blonde bimbo image was a mind as smart as a whip. She played Jonathon like a fish and landed him good and proper. He was besotted right up to the day he found out the truth.'

'Which was?'

Wilma frowned. 'Maybe I shouldn't tell you this, though Jonathon can't possibly think I don't know. If you're going to air dirty linen in your office with your secretary seated right outside, then you should keep your voice down.'

'Wilma, don't drag this out. Just tell me what she did.'

'She was taking the Pill. That's what she did.'

Sophia must have looked as blank as she felt.

Wilma sighed. 'Apparently, Jonathon and Charmaine had been trying for a baby since the day they were married. When Charmaine hadn't con​ceived after a year or so, she'd pretended to be con​cerned, pretended to have herself checked out and cleared. She even had Jonathon go for tests. The day his tests came back showing he was potent as a stud ram, he rang Charmaine's doctor to see what else he could do to help her conceive.'

'And the doctor told him she was on the Pill?'

'Well no, not straight out. He wouldn't be able to do that. But his initial confusion over Jonathon's questions must have bothered Jonathon and when Charmaine dropped by later to take him to lunch-that was the sort of thing she did—he tackled her about his suspicions. Under intense and very loud questioning, she finally admitted to having taken the Pill all along. At that point, Jonathon totally lost it. He called her all sorts of names, at which she screamed at him that she had never had any intention of ever spoiling her figure by having any brats and that he was a fool to want her to.'

Sophia grimaced.

'She capped it all off by saying that having a baby would have spoilt their sex-life, then made the fatal mistake of also claiming she loved him too much to do that. Jonathon told her in no uncertain terms that she had no concept of what real love was all about, after which he warned her that when he came home to Parnell Hall that night, she'd better not be there. She came storming out of his office threatening to take him to the cleaners. Jonathon threw after her that he'd be only too happy to give her whatever she wanted just to get rid of her so that he could start feeling clean again.'

Sophia was shaking her head. 'Poor Jonathon. He must have felt very bitter at being deceived like that. He obviously loved her very much to react so strongly.'

'Yes, Charmaine certainly left her mark on him.'

'I dare say she's why he vowed never to marry again,' Sophia murmured.

'But he did marry again,' Wilma pointed out. 'He married you.'

'Oh, but that's different.'

'Yes, it was. But it needn't be, Sophia. You could make it a real marriage if you wanted to. You could offer to give Jonathon the family he's always wanted. He wouldn't turn you down. I'm certain of it.'

Sophia was stunned, not only by the suggestion itself, but her own inner response to it, especially to the possibility of having children in the near future. She'd thought, after her miscarriage, that she wouldn't be able to face having another baby for ages, but such wasn't the case at all! The idea of having a baby filled her with nothing but the most amazing feelings, not the least of which was a deep maternal longing. She wanted a baby to love and care for; wanted it with all her heart. But Jonathon's baby?

As much as Wilma's revelation about Jonathon's first marriage had touched her, she wasn't sure her sympathy extended to offering herself as mother to his children.

'It's not such a shocking idea once you get used to it,' Wilma said matter-of-factly. 'Don't dismiss it out of hand. Think it over for a while. You're not worried about what Godfrey would think, are you?'

Godfrey, Sophia knew, would be delighted. As she'd once said to Jonathon, it wasn't in Godfrey's nature to be jealous or possessive, or to begrudge anyone any happiness. If she could find some sort of life with his younger brother, there would be no one more pleased than Godfrey.

Any problems did not he with her loyalty to Godfrey's memory, more in her ability to think of Jonathon as her lover. For her, making love had always been associated with being in love. The ro​mantic in her automatically cringed away from any​thing else. She could not deny, however, that this was a special case. For some weird and wonderful reason, it also felt right.

'I don't mean to be cruel,' Wilma continued in her usual pragmatic fashion, 'but Godfrey's gone. You can't make a life out of memories. Neither can you make a baby. You need a flesh and blood man. Frankly, you couldn't get a better arranged flesh and blood man than Jonathon.'

A shudder rippled through Sophia and Wilma frowned.

'Surely you can't be repelled by the idea of going to bed with a man like Jonathon.'

'Not repelled exactly,' she admitted shakily. 'I'm just not sure how I would handle it. I… I only went to bed with Godfrey the once and it wasn't such a big success, despite our being madly in love. There again, I was a virgin.'

'Goodness! I had no idea. Looking at you, I would have thought you'd have had other lovers before Godfrey.'

'I was only eighteen when I moved in with Godfrey,' Sophia protested in shocked tones. She'd been brought up very strictly in a moral sense, her mother brain​washing her that a good girl never gave herself till she was very much in love, and preferably engaged. 'I'm only twenty now,' she added.

'You look older,' Wilma commented, her gaze trav​elling from Sophia's face down to her chest.

Sophia blushed, the woman's explicit scrutiny em​barrassing her. 'It's my Italian heritage,' she mut​tered. 'Italian girls mature young.'

Wilma's laugh was dry. 'Don't be shy about it. Lord, I'd give my eye teeth to have half your bust.'

'I'd give my eye teeth to have only half of it,' Sophia countered just as drily.

'Don't be silly, most men love breasts. And yours aren't too big. They're nicely rounded and still beautifully high. Don't knock them. And don't take too much notice of your first experience with Godfrey. First sexual experiences are rarely memorable for a female. Besides, I don't think that…' Wilma broke off, mumbling something under her breath which Sophia couldn't catch. When she looked up, her thin lips pulled back into a encouraging smile. 'So what do you think you might do?'

'I don't know, Wilma. I'll have to think about it, as you said.'

'There's no hurry. I don't think Jonathon's going anywhere.'

Sophia began wishing he would go somewhere that very same night. After her conversation with Wilma, she suddenly became awfully conscious of him in a physical sense. Several times over dinner she found herself staring at him. At his hands particu​larly… and his lips. They weren't as thin as she'd thought. They were, in fact, very nicely shaped, the bottom one fuller than the top.

Once, he looked up while forking cheesecake into his mouth and caught her staring. His brows drew together in a puzzled frown. For a long, awfully tense moment their eyes remained locked, Jonathon's frown increasing. Sophia felt frozen, unable to look away, appalled with herself, yet fascinated with the way her heart was hammering away behind her ribs.

'Have I grown horns?' Jonathon drawled when the staring had long passed the point of politeness.

Both Maud and Ivy looked over at Sophia who coloured guiltily. 'No of course not. I was just wondering…'

'Wondering what?' he persisted.

Her mind searched desperately for something to say. 'I was wondering how to go about asking you to buy a Christmas tree.'

'We already have a Christmas tree,' he returned in a droll tone. 'Haven't you seen the silver one Maud put up in the drawing-room?'

'Yes, but that's not the same as a real one,' she went on, trapped by her white lie. 'Godfrey always said that Christmas wasn't Christmas without a real tree.'

The mentioning of Godfrey brought a hushed silence for a moment. Till Jonathon spoke. 'Then a real tree we will have by all means. I'll go get one first thing in the morning.'

Sophia thought she detected a rueful note behind his crisp voice, but even so, his agreeing to the suggestion seemed to spark some life into his mother, who said she would go up to the attic that very night and bring down some more decorations.

'There's things up there which we haven't used since you and Godfrey were boys, Jonathon,' she said quite excitedly. 'Remember how Godfrey always insisted on putting the angel on the top of the tree?'

'Yes, Mother,' Jonathon said. 'I remember.'

'And we had to sing carols while doing it,' she went on, her eyes shining with the memory. 'He was such a dear, sensitive boy,' she finished with a wistful sigh.

Sophia's heart squeezed tight when she saw the wry twist on Jonathon's mouth. Yes, of course Godfrey must have been a dear sensitive boy, for he had been a dear sensitive man. But he didn't have a monopoly on sensitivity. Couldn't Ivy see Jonathon was hurt by her ongoing insensitive favouring of Godfrey? No doubt this was just a continuance of the way she'd always acted. My God, maybe Jonathon might have liked to put the angel on top of the tree sometimes. Or hadn't that ever occurred to her?

Sophia vowed silently that this time he would do exactly that. She would make a special point of asking him to, knowing neither Maud not Ivy would climb up on a ladder to do such a precarious task. Truly, Ivy needed telling some day that Jonathon had feelings too!

When Sophia looked across the table she noted a similar irritation written on Maud's face. She was frowning, first at Ivy, then at Jonathon. Perhaps for the first time, Maud saw the unfairness of her old friend's attitude to her younger son. Hopefully, she might say something to her. Sophia knew she wasn't in a position to; it would look very bad coming from her.

Jonathon stood up abruptly at that point. 'Bring my coffee into the study, will you, Maud? I have some calls to make.'

'Certainly, Jonathon,' she said with a ready smile. 'And I'll bring you a slice of my special Christmas cake. I made it early this year. You know the one.' She gave a sheepish laugh. 'It has more rum in it than eggs.'

Jonathon was taken aback but obviously pleased by the housekeeper's uncharacteristic warmth. His surprised smile moved Sophia unbearably. The man was starved of love, she realised. Positively starved.

Wilma's suggestion slipped back into her mind. Jonathon would never love her as he had loved Charmaine. She would never love him as she'd loved Godfrey. But they could learn to love each other in a fashion, especially if they had a child together.

The doctor had assured Sophia that there was nothing physically wrong with her, that her miscar​riage was a one-off thing. He'd investigated her mother's problem, getting her medical records from the Lithgow doctor who had treated her, dismissing Sophia's worry as groundless. Her mother's weakness had not been congenital, but the result of damage caused by a difficult childbirth.

There was no medical reason why Sophia shouldn't conceive easily again and carry the baby full-term. Dr Henderson had been most reassuring, thinking no doubt that the baby she lost had been Jonathon's, and that they would want to try again soon for another child.

Sophia swallowed when she thought of going to bed with Jonathon. She'd told Wilma the truth when she'd expressed extreme nervousness over such a prospect. Right from the start she'd found Jonathon an intimi​dating man in a physical sense, both with his size and his overpowering aura of authority and decisiveness.

That had not changed, despite her having got over her excessive fear. She was also terribly nervous over the idea of actually approaching him and suggesting that they make their marriage a real one, that they try to have a child together.

For she wasn't sure what his reaction would be. Wilma might feel confident that he found her desir​able enough to agree. But she wasn't so sure. Other than the one awkward moment on the stairs when he'd hugged her and been unexpectedly aroused, Jonathon had never shown, by look, word or deed, that he fancied her any more than any other young attractive woman he might meet.

Still, a lot of men were not too fussy when it came to sex, it seemed. They could go to bed with any number of women without being in love, without any great depth of feeling at all. Clearly Jonathon had been sleeping with a variety of females, his trips over the past few months rarely being to the same place. Sophia doubted he'd been taking the same woman with him every time. Wilma would know if he had since she made all the bookings for him, and it was clear from their conversation that day that Jonathon was not in the clutches of some secret mistress.

No…Sophia had to admit that Wilma was probably quite right. Jonathon would have no trouble actually taking her to bed if he wanted to. But would he want her to have his baby?

There was only one way to find out, she supposed. She would have to ask him, if and when she could find the courage.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Sophia should have guessed that Jonathon would avoid the decorating of the tree like poison. Yet when he brought home such a magnificent specimen, taking time to cement it firmly in a large bucket of sand in one corner of the main living-room, she'd hoped he was going to help with the rest of the proceedings. But he left the house as soon as the first coloured ball was drawn from the various boxes Ivy had brought down, saying he had an appointment.

Sophia's disappointment was sharp. What appoint​ment could he possibly have before lunch on a Sunday? In the end, she put the darned angel on top of the tree herself, climbing back down the step-ladder with a heavy heart. But when Ivy turned on the coloured lights that they'd threaded through the branches, it was hard to remain down. There was something about a real live Christmas tree all lit up that was impossible to resist. Godfrey had been right. Christmas wasn't Christmas without it.

Immediately Sophia started to think about the presents she'd bought everyone. She hoped they'd like them.

The rest of the week dragged, but at last Christmas morning dawned, Jonathon surprising everyone by accompanying them to church. He looked very handsome, Sophia thought, in a dark blue suit and tie. And much more cheerful than usual. He even opened some champagne after breakfast, so that by the time the four of them assembled around the tree to give out the presents around eleven, the general mood was quite bright. Even Ivy was chirpy.

Maud suggested she receive her presents first, saying she had to get back to the kitchen and the turkey dinner. She seemed very pleased with the Italian cookbook Sophia gave her, having often expressed curiosity and interest in the Italian dishes Sophia had been cooking the family lately. Ivy's present to Maud of a summer nightie and matching robe was also much appreciated, but when Jonathon gave her an envelope with a cash bonus in it Maud's eyes almost popped out of her head.

'But that's way too much, Jonathon,' she protested.

He waved a dismissive hand. 'Send some of it to that son of yours, if you like. He needs a helping hand from what you've told me.' Maud's only child, Jerry, who was a logger in Tasmania, had been retrenched a few months back. With his five children, he had to be finding life pretty tough.

Tears pricked at the old lady's eyes. 'I'll do that. Thank you, Jonathon. What a good man you are.'

Amen to that, Sophia thought, and slid an ad​miring glance his way. It caught his eye and he looked back at her, his own gaze travelling down over her body. Sophia tried not to blush, well aware that she looked pretty that day, the softly flowered sundress flattering her voluptuous figure by skimming rather than hugging her curves, the flaring skirt reaching down to just above her ankles, giving her the illusion of more height. Her long dark hair was caught back behind her ears, small but expensive gold hoops de​corated her lobes and a deeper red lipstick than she usually wore outlined her mouth.

His eyes lifted to rest on that mouth and she swallowed. Today would be a good day, whispered a little voice. I look nice and Jonathon seems very re​laxed. Maybe I will ask to speak to him after dinner…
Sophia's pulse-rate immediately went haywire. Dear God, how would she ever find the nerve?

Maud blessedly interrupted her panicky train of thought by handing out her presents. It seemed she always gave stationery, Ivy expressing the opinion that she'd outdone herself this year with some simply beautiful sets. Which they were, Sophia's delicate and flowery; Ivy's gold-embossed and classical, Jonathon's very business-like, with an accompanying pen-set.

'Just what I always wanted,' he drawled, but smiling. He even gave Maud a kiss on the cheek, which flustered her for a moment, she was so surprised and pleased. Ivy looked startled as well, as though seeing a different Jonathon from the one she'd always known.

After Maud departed to attend to the dinner, mother and son exchanged gifts, Ivy delighted with her crystal ornament in the shape of a castle, Jonathon making all the right noises over his pewter desk set.

When Ivy coyly presented Sophia with two gifts, not one, Sophia was taken aback, as they had earlier agreed only to buy each other the one gift. The larger of the two turned out to be a small portable CD player, the other a selection of Mozart CDs.

'The player's small enough to put on your bedside table,' Ivy explained. 'You could play it when you go to bed at night, especially when you find it hard to go to sleep.'

Sophia darted a quick look Jonathon's way, but his face had taken on that rather remote unreadable ex​pression he wore sometimes.

'You shouldn't have spent so much money on me,' she told Ivy.

'Don't be silly. We wanted to. Besides, it was Jonathon's idea. This is from him as well.'

'It's a lovely present,' Sophia said, amazed at Jonathon's selecting that particular gift. She knew exactly what he thought of Mozart. It showed he was a lot more mature than his mother. 'Thank you both. I hope you'll like what I bought you.'

Ivy seemed genuinely thrilled with her early edition leather-bound copy of A Tale of Two Cities, which Sophia had found in a nearby second-hand book shop. No doubt Jonathon thought he was getting a book too, for when he ripped the paper off his present and saw the latest zoom compact camera lying in his lap, surprised blue eyes snapped up to Sophia. Maud chose that moment to come back into the room, carrying a serving dish full of cherries, nuts and lollies.

'I see you've opened Sophia's present,' she said. 'I hope you appreciate it. She worked darned hard to earn the money to buy you that camera.'

Everything inside Sophia tightened as she stared at Maud. She hadn't said anything specific to the woman but she'd been sure Maud understood Jonathon wasn't to know about her having taken in that ironing. Ivy had certainly understood, for she too was staring wide-eyed at Maud.

Jonathon wasn't staring. He was frowning.

'What are you talking about, Maud? What work?'

'About a hundred hours' ironing,' Maud revealed airily, not looking at Sophia as she sailed from the room again.

Jonathon's straight black brows met. 'You took in ironing to buy me this?'

Sophia held her breath and bit her lip. 'Yes,' she choked out.

'For God's sake, why? You have plenty of money. I gave it to you.'

Sophia scooped in a deep steadying breath and lifted her chin. 'I wasn't about to buy you a present with your own money,' she told him with remarkable com​posure, though aware her stomach was tight with tension.

'And how did you come by this ironing?'

'Maud paid me to do what she usually sent out, and I… I did some of the neighbours'.'

'The neighbours',' he repeated, shaking his head. 'Good God.'

An awkward silence fell, during which Ivy cleared her throat and Sophia got steadily angrier. If Jonathon spoiled everyone's day, she was going to let him have a piece of her mind.

When he looked up again, however, his attitude was quite calm. 'Mother, could I perhaps have a few moments alone with Sophia?'

Worry was written all over Ivy's face. 'You…you're not going to have an argument, are you? Not on Christmas Day.'

'Not at all,' was his smooth reply. 'I just wish to speak briefly to Sophia in private. Perhaps Maud could do with some help in the kitchen?'

Ivy's departure was clearly reluctant, her parting glance quite anxious.

'Now,' Jonathon began with a weary sigh. 'Would you like to tell me how the neighbours found out that a guest in my home wanted to take in ironing?'

Sophia's simmering irritation with Jonathon made her fiercely unrepentant, and extremely defiant. 'I put pamphlets in their letterboxes,' she admitted boldly.

'You put…' He rose to his feet, eyes and nostrils flaring. 'Good God, whatever possessed you? Haven't you any pride? Or any concern for mine? You're my wife, dammit!'

'No I'm not,' she countered, her surface coolness in stark contrast to his out-of-control fury. 'Not really. No one in this street even knows we went through that sham of a ceremony and I certainly haven't told them. They probably think I'm some poor relative or other.'

'Which is just as bad,' he ranted. 'What do you think they're saying amongst themselves? That bastard Parnell is so mean his poor cousin, or niece or whatever they think you are, has to take in ironing to make ends meet.'

Sophia flushed. 'I… I never thought of that.'

'No, you certainly didn't. I can't imagine why Maud and Mother let you do such a thing.'

'They didn't let me, Jonathon. I just did it. Besides, I think they thought it took guts.'

'No one's ever denied you've got guts, Sophia. But there's a limit to what I can allow. Hell, whatever am I going to do with you?'

'You could do one of two things,' she said, her voice steeling as she decided to take the plunge and put Wilma's suggestion into action. 'You could give me a divorce and let me make my own way in life. Or… or…'

'Or what?' he snapped impatiently.

Sophia gulped. In for a penny in for a pound, she supposed. 'Or you could make me your real wife,' she blurted out.

The next few seconds were excruciatingly nerve-racking. Shock held Jonathon's handsome face frozen for a moment till he gave an odd little shudder, as though having to physically shake himself out of his stunned state. Even then, he didn't speak for a few moments, bewildered blue eyes raking over her.

'Might I ask what is behind that amazing offer? And please don't say anything stupid about how you've fallen in love with me, as you and I both know that's not true.'

'I wouldn't insult your intelligence by saying as much,' Sophia said stiffly, while underneath her courage was quickly crumbling. 'I…I can't see myself falling in love with anyone really. Not as I loved Godfrey. But I… I would like to marry and have a family some day and… well… you seemed almost as upset as I was when I lost Godfrey's baby, and I thought maybe you might have wanted a child around the house too. Since we're already married, and we've put that silly antagonism behind us—well, I won​dered if…if…'

Sophia's voice trailed away as Jonathon's face filled with a knowing cynicism. 'Wilma's been talking to you, hasn't she?' he said on a sardonic note.

If only she could have hidden her guilt.

'I thought as much,' Jonathon said curtly. 'God, I can see it now! I suppose she waxed lyrical about how my bitch of a first wife embittered me by refusing to give me children, at which point your sweet and far too generous heart was immediately filled with pity for poor childless Jonathon, spawning this amazingly sacrificial offer. Never mind that that same heart still belongs to my very own poor departed brother! Do you honestly think I would use you to give me what should rightly have been his? What kind of a man do you think I am?'

Jonathon's astonishing outburst struck Sophia speechless for a few moments, till the confusion his high emotion evoked cleared away and she felt im​pelled to answer his accusation.

'What kind of a man do I think you are?' she launched forth, her heart thudding painfully. 'Why, I think you're a very disillusioned man if you think Godfrey would mind my having your baby. Didn't you know your brother at all? There was nothing petty about him. Nothing small-minded or envious. I'll bet he made you promise to marry me because he hoped we might end up together. That's the sort of brother you had, Jonathon. As for my pitying you… I doubt you would ever be the object of a woman's pity,' she snapped heatedly. 'You inspire far different feelings in females from pity!'

Jonathon's eyes narrowed on the rapid rise and fall of her chest. 'Are you saying you want to go to bed with me?' he asked, his voice disbelieving.

Sophia kept her eyes steady on him, even whilst her cheeks were burning. 'I can't say I do, but I can't say I don't. I haven't had much experience in such matters. But you must know you're a very attractive man, Jonathon, and I'm sure, a very experienced one. What do you think?' she rashly flung at him. 'Could you make me want to go to bed with you?'

Those blazing but oddly cold blue eyes seemed to sear through her dress, their fire heating her skin, their ice freezing her nipples into hard little pebbles. With  breathtaking and incredibly sensual slowness, his gaze travelled upwards, leaving behind a parched throat and parted panting lips. At last he reached her eyes, her large, liquid brown eyes which grew larger as they glimpsed the power within that ruthlessly sexual gaze.

Oh, yes, she realised breathlessly, he could make her want to go to bed with him. But it would be nothing like what she had experienced with Godfrey. His kisses would not be sweet or soft or romantic. There would be no meeting of souls, only a meeting of bodies. Hard, panting bodies, reaching for each other in a strictly primitive passion.

The starkly explicit images bombarding her mind brought a gasp of shock, and shame. For this was not the sort of lovemaking she had always dreamt about. This was nothing but sex. Raw, naked sex.

When he took a step towards her, she staggered backwards, pale and shaken. His mouth twisted in a cynical smile, his hand reaching out to lie with odd tenderness against her cheek.

'We will forget this conversation ever took place, Sophia,' he said in a low, thickened voice. 'But do not make such an offer to me again. Or such a chal​lenge.' His hand dropped from her cheek, his shoulders squaring as his face resumed its usual harsh remoteness. 'Now go out to the kitchen and smile for Maud and Mother,' he ordered. 'We don't want to upset them on Christmas Day, do we?'

CHAPTER NINE

There was an annual tradition in the Parnell household. On New Year's Eve, they threw a lavish party for the employees of Parnell Property Developments. This year, however, there was a problem.

Sophia.

How was she going to be introduced? No one at Parnell's, other than Wilma, knew of their marriage of convenience. Though it seemed it was more a mar​riage of inconvenience nowadays, Sophia thought bitterly as she viewed Jonathon's frustrated face.

'I'll just stay in my room,' she offered, which brought a howl of protest from Wilma who'd come over to help with the preparations.

Jonathon gave his secretary a quelling look, but Wilma was unquellable. 'Your mother will not allow that and you know it,' came her curt reminder.

Jonathon sighed, and gave in. 'We'll say you're an old friend of the family,' he told Sophia. 'Harvey's the only person attending the party who knows any different. I'll call him right now and tell him not to let the cat out of the bag.'

'Don't worry, I'll do that,' Wilma offered swiftly. 'You have to go out and pick up the drinks I ordered for tonight. I told the man in the liquor shop you'd pick up everything by two.'

Jonathon glanced at his watch. 'It's already after two. Why didn't you tell me before this?'

'I did. You weren't listening. You were probably thinking of…other things,' she finished drily, then turned to smile at Sophia. 'Come along, Sophia, let's go pick out the right sort of dress for an "old friend of the family" to wear.'

Sophia trundled up the stairs after Wilma, resigned to being told what dress to wear, what shoes and ac​cessories, how to do her hair, plus her make-up. Wilma was an incorrigible organiser. Still, she had impec​cable taste and Sophia was quite happy to put herself in her hands.

She wasn't quite so happy at five to eight that night when she stood in front of her dressing-table mirror, surveying the result of all her friend's suggestions. The black dress Wilma had drawn out of the wardrobe had seemed a simple and elegant ankle-length style with its high round neckline, cut-in shoulders and a skirt that flared slightly from the hips, falling in soft folds around her legs. What Sophia hadn't realised was that her bra would show in three places. On her shoulders, inside the deeply cut armholes, and at the back where the back seam was split to the waist, the neckline being cinched at the back of her neck with a large crystal button.

Sophia had discarded her bra with reluctance, knowing her full breasts had a tendency to jiggle alarmingly when unrestrained. Thankfully, the black colour had a slimming, minimising effect and the lined material meant that there was no obvious nipple outline. But still…
I'll be fine, she told her reflection ruefully, as long as I don't move!

A knock on her bedroom door had her whirling round, giving her a splendid example of exactly what she was fearing. Her breasts slid right and left against the cool taffeta lining, bringing her into hot awareness of their naked state.

Flustered, she walked towards the door in the out​rageously high black shoes Wilma had chosen, the short walk reinforcing even further her sudden deter​mination to find a dark corner for herself at this in​fernal party and not move an inch all night. She was nervous enough as it was, her upbringing on a dairy farm hardly equipping her for such socialising. She wished wholeheartedly that Jonathon had not given in to Wilma, that he had agreed to her hiding away in her room all night.

Sophia opened the door, expecting Wilma, whom she'd made promise to come get her at eight and ac​company her down to the party. Wilma at her side would give her dutch courage.

'Oh!' she exclaimed on finding Jonathon standing there, looking devastatingly handsome in a white dinner jacket and bow-tie. 'I… I was expecting Wilma.'

'She's busy bullying the caterers. She sent me up to bring you down. Now I can see why,' he finished drily.

'What…what do you m-mean?' Sophia was ap​palled to see that she was back to stammering with him. And blushing. But she wished Jonathon would stop looking at her like that. Yet it wasn't admiration in his eyes. Or desire. It was irritation. A coldly mirthless irritation.

'That woman doesn't know when to give up,' he muttered.

The heat in Sophia's cheeks changed from fluster to embarrassment, for she knew what Jonathon meant. Wilma was still intent on matchmaking her with her boss. Why, she had no idea. What did it matter to her?

'I dare say that hairdo is Wilma's handiwork as well,' he went on testily.

Sophia gnawed uncomfortably at her bottom lip. She'd been putting her hair up herself an hour earlier when Wilma had come in, tut-tutting and shaking her head.

'None of those schoolgirl plaits or maiden-aunt buns for you tonight!' she'd insisted. 'I'll do your hair for you.'

Which she had, piling the long, glossy dark waves on top of her head in a haphazard yet highly at​tractive fashion, anchoring it quite firmly with myriad hidden pins, then pulling down lots of wispy bits to curl softly around her face and neck. The sexy, tousled image was completed when she slipped long dangling earrings made of black crystal beads into Sophia's lobes.

'A little Christmas present from me,' Wilma had whispered, and given her a sisterly kiss on the cheek.

Sophia had guessed what Wilma was up to, but she hadn't known how to stop her.

'Do not do this, Sophia,' Jonathon warned darkly.

'I'm not doing anything,' she said, feeling wretched.

'You're letting Wilma manipulate you, but you don't know what you're playing at. Let me assure you it's a dangerous game and way out of your league. You should stick with safe, gentle men like Godfrey. I'm not for you.'

His coldly condescending tone finally got to her, bringing a resurgence of spirit. Her dark eyes flashed, her nose and chin lifting to glare up into his arro​gantly handsome face. 'I fully agree with you, Jonathon. I made a mistake the other day, offering myself to you. I don't know what possessed me. You're not half the man Godfrey was. Believe me when I say I won't be making the same mistake again.' There! Take that!

For a few seconds, Sophia was filled with a type of triumph, her pride having been restored with her dignified outburst. Till she glimpsed the hurt deep in those suddenly bleak blue eyes. Immediately, remorse welled up within her, like a huge wave, engulfing her totally. Her hand lifted to hover over his shirt buttons, her eyes pleading with his. 'Jonathon, I'm sorry. I…I…'

'Don't apologise, for God's sake,' he snapped, his right hand jerking up to grab her wrist. 'Anger is good. Truth is good. It will protect you. Sympathy is bad. Pity is bad. Don't succumb to it.'

For a few excruciating seconds he scowled down at her, his fingers tightening on her wrist. But then he did the most peculiar thing. He groaned, lifted her hand to his mouth, closed his eyes and kissed it.

It was a gentle, tender kiss, yet it shook her.

For a few seconds, a hushed silence seemed to en​capsulate them. Her whole being strained towards him, to his mouth breathing warm air into the palm of her hand, to the lips sipping softly at her prickling skin.

But then he opened his eyes and lifted his mouth, smiling a wickedly sardonic smile down into her still enraptured face.

'See?' he taunted softly. 'Even I can masquerade as gentle.'

Stung that he would mock her—and his brother-she wrenched her hand away. 'You bastard,' she rasped.

'I can be,' he muttered. 'But not tonight, beautiful Sophia. Tonight I'm going to escort you down to that party and be a proper gentleman all evening. But af​terwards … afterwards, I suggest to scuttle on back to this very room and lock your door. You look far too sexy tonight for a bastard like me not to try to take advantage of you. Especially since I virtually have your permission.'

'No!' she gasped. 'I… I took that back.'

'No, you didn't. I turned you down. Careful I don't change my mind.'

'I wouldn't let you!' she protested breathlessly.

The devilish gleam in his eyes told her she wouldn't stand a chance of stopping him.

'I'm going to leave this house come tomorrow,' she threw at him in a panic. 'Wilma would let me move in with her. I know she would.'

'What a splendid idea,' he drawled. 'I wish you'd thought of it several months ago. Now, are you sure you don't want a few minutes to compose yourself before you come down and join everyone? You're looking a little—er—rattled.'

She stared at him, at this stranger who had been perpetrating a masquerade—as a good kind decent man. He was nothing but a predator, a… a… blackguard, a villain!

She gritted her teeth and fought to control her pounding heart. 'I'm fine,' she bit out, and slid a brave trembling arm through his. 'Let's go.'

He laughed. Drily. 'As I said once before, you've got guts, Sophia. But you're so naïve, so impossibly, incredibly naïve.'

If it hadn't been for Harvey, Sophia would not have stayed downstairs at that party. From the first moment she walked into the room with Jonathon on her arm and a hundred curious eyes turned her way she was a quivering quavering mess.

But no sooner had that last vestige of her courage begun to fail her than Harvey had come forward out of the laughing, chatting, dancing throng of people and rescued her. How kind he was, taking her away from Jonathon, getting her a drink then finding them a quiet, dimly lit corner out on the terrace where they could sit and talk away from prying eyes.

'I was very sorry to hear about the baby, Sophia,' he said once they were alone. 'But maybe it was for the best…'

'Perhaps,' she sighed.

'So what are you going to do now?'

'I'm not sure.' She took a sip of the dry white wine he'd brought her, thinking she much preferred red. 'I'm thinking of moving out of Parnell Hall into a flat of my own. I was hoping Wilma might take me in.'

Harvey looked startled. 'Does Wilma know about this?'

'Er…no, not yet.'

'I didn't think so.'

'Why do you say it like that?'

'What? Oh… um… no reason, really. But I got the impression she thinks you're happy here.'

'I have been,' she said stiffly.

He frowned at her. 'Has Jonathon done or said something?'

'He's a difficult man to get along with,' she hedged.

'True. But I'm not.' He smiled at her, displaying an easy, relaxed charm which she found soothingly unthreatening. Yet after ten minutes of Harvey's bland conversation her eyes started flicking around the terrace, unconsciously searching for Jonathon. There were a few couples dancing around the edge of the pool, music coming from a stereo set up on the barbe​cue, but he wasn't one of them.

Sophia twisted slightly in her deckchair so that she could look back through the open french doors and into the living-room, filled at that moment with an assorted group of well-dressed and predominantly young people. Parnell Property Developments, it seemed, had a youthful staff.

Eventually, she found Jonathon over near the bar in earnest conversation with a blonde woman, a very pretty blonde woman no older than she was. Her feelings as she watched him dance attention on the girl, smiling and laughing as he never had with her, made Sophia sharply uncomfortable. Surely she couldn't be jealous!

'Care to dance?' Harvey asked.

She turned back to face him with an apologetic smile. 'I can't dance,' she admitted. When she'd been old enough to go to local dances, she hadn't been al​lowed, her Italian stepfather very traditional in his ideas about the proper upbringing of females. She hadn't been allowed to go to parties either, or even some of the school excursions. Her mother, who'd long had her rebellious spirit tamed by a man given to using his fists when crossed, had backed her husband, much to Sophia's dismay and disappointment.

'Nothing to it,' Harvey said. 'Here. Put down your wine… Now give me your hand…' He drew her to her feet and into his arms. 'Put your arms up around my neck and just move your feet in time to the music. Two slides to the right, then one to the left. Yes, that's right. Very good. You have a natural sense of rhythm.'

'But no natural common sense,' Jonathon drawled at her shoulder, 'if she lets a rake like you dance with her in a dark corner.'

When Sophia went to pull away, her head whipping round to encounter Jonathon's glowering face, Harvey's hold tightened, flattening her breasts against his chest. One of his hands slipped into the slit in the small of her back, his fingers spreading across bars of skin.

Sophia was too stunned to do a thing.

'That's the pot calling the kettle black, friend,' Harvey returned silkily as he continued to move Sophia slowly around their private corner. 'Besides, Sophia's a free agent, isn't she? I would imagine you two will be getting a discreet annulment shortly. She's already talking about moving out of your house, so you can drop the "disapproving guardian" act. Once Sophia's out on her own she can do what she likes and see whomever she likes. I hope she'll like to see me.'

He smiled a devilish smile down into her startled face while his hand started roving under her dress, making Sophia's eyes widen and her skin break out into goose-bumps of alarm and sudden revulsion. Yet she felt totally powerless to do anything about it.

'Not if I can help it,' Jonathon snarled, grabbing her arm and wrenching her out of Harvey's embrace. She sighed with relief at being free of that disgusting hand, almost happy to find herself in Jonathon's comparatively safe arms, even if his grip was bruisingly hard.

'Get lost, Harvey,' he ground out.

Harvey laughed. 'You never did know how to share, Jonathon.'

'This isn't a matter of sharing. It's a matter of pro​tecting. Leave… Sophia… alone.' Each word came out with a razor's edge and she shivered.

'Why should I?' Harvey tossed back. 'Godfrey wasn't my brother. I made no deathbed promise. Besides, Sophia's not a child. She's a fully grown woman. Or hadn't you noticed?'

'Yes,' Jonathon bit out. 'I've noticed. But in ex​perience she's still little more than a child.'

Sophia opened her mouth to protest, then closed it again. Jonathon was right… in a way. She hadn't much experience with life, and men. If she had, she'd have known what to do a moment ago, when Harvey had started mauling her.

'Experience has to start somewhere, friend,' Harvey went on wryly. 'Besides, you're talking as though Sophia's a shy, retiring, wide-eyed virgin. She's hardly that. Don't be such a spoilsport, man. If you don't want the girl, there are a lot of other men who will. But I don't want to argue with you about this tonight. It's New Year's Eve. I have another couple of parties I promised to drop in on, so this might be an appro​priate moment for me to take my leave. As for you, lovely Sophia… I'll be in contact. Soon.'

He was gone before Jonathon could say another word, which was perhaps why he rounded on Sophia, angrily pulling her back in the shadows against the wall.

'I suppose I shouldn't blame you,' he said frustratedly. 'But damn it all, can't you recognise an in​veterate womaniser when you see one? Harvey's thirty-five years old. He's never been married and he never will be. He's loved and left more women than I can count. He is not the sort of man for you!'

Sophia remained silent, confused by Jonathon's tirade.

Was he jealous? Or merely annoyed?

'I want you to stay by my side for the rest of the night,' he ordered brusquely. 'You obviously can't be let loose in this company, certainly not with all these randy young men pouring beer and spirits down their throats as if there's no tomorrow. And certainly not while you're wearing that dress!'

'What's wrong with this dress?' she stupidly asked.

'Nothing… if it was on Wilma.'

Sophia blushed.

'My God, you're a real babe-in-the woods, aren't you? A man like Harvey could eat you up and spit you out for breakfast.'

'No, he couldn't!'

'Oh, yes, he could. I saw what he was doing, groping you under your dress. And I saw you weren't exactly liking it. But you didn't say a word. You let him go on groping. If you go out with him, he might try to do a damned sight more than grope. What would you do then, Sophia? Would you just lie there, speechless with fright, when his hand finds a damned sight more intimate target than your back, when he pulls down your pants and… ?'

'Stop it,' she gasped, her face burning. 'Stop it! You… you've got your message across. I'm a fool,' she cried. 'A silly little fool.'

His face softened at her distress, his eyes almost apologetic. 'No, not a silly little fool. A sweet, trusting soul who needs a crash course in life if she's to survive in this world. You lived a fantasy life with Godfrey, Sophia. It wasn't real. My brother always ran away from life, and, for a while, so did you. Maybe I'm to blame for trying to protect you further. Maybe it's time you joined the real world… saw what real men are like!'

'What… what do you mean?' she croaked out, her throat drying as his hard blue eyes came to rest on her tremulous mouth.

'You know damned well what I mean.'

Sophia's eyes rounded with a burst of fear, but he wasn't looking at her eyes. He kept looking at her mouth as he slowly drew her against him, one hand sliding up the back of her neck into her hair, the other assuming the same position that Harvey's had, set​tling into the small of her back and holding her firmly captive.

Jonathon's hand, however, did not inspire revul​sion. A soft moan escaped her lips as it moved ca​ressingly against her bare skin, her immediate goose-bumps carrying a far different meaning this time.

'I shouldn't be doing this,' he muttered against her lips, groaning a type of despair, she thought, as the last millimetre between them was crossed.

And then she didn't think anything. There was nothing but his mouth, hard on hers, his hands tight​ening on her flesh.

When his mouth lifted momentarily on a raw moan, she gasped for air, only to instantly have his lips back covering hers and his tongue, hot and wet, surging deep inside. Wild swirls filled her head, the blood pounding in her temples. She pressed her hips against his, whimpering a need she had never felt before.

His mouth was wrenched from hers so abruptly, that for a few confusing seconds, she stared up at him, her lips still apart, red and swollen. He groaned, then gathered her back against him, this time burying his face in her hair.

'Tell me you want me,' he said hoarsely.

'I want you,' she whispered, her voice shaking, her thoughts a blur, but her body very very sure.

'You won't change your mind if I let you go?'

'No.'

'I want you to go to your room and wait for me. Don't come down again.'

'All right,' she agreed dazedly.

'I'll come to you as soon as everyone's gone.'

She nodded dumb acquiescence to his will. At that moment she would have done anything, anything he wanted.

'Kiss me, before you go,' he urged hoarsely.

She did so, blindly, hungrily, inviting his tongue to drown in her mouth again, demonstrating without words that desire had her securely in its tenacious grip.

'It's not midnight yet,' said a dry voice, blasting through Sophia's mindless passion.

Jonathon grudgingly eased his mouth from hers and turned round, holding her firmly against his side with a possessive arm around her waist.

Wilma stood a short distance away, where the shadows in their corner were dispelled by the lights from the house. She was surveying them both with a knowing satisfaction on her sharp, plain features.

'I had to get in early,' Jonathon drawled, showing a shocked Sophia how experienced he was at reducing women to mush whilst retaining superb control himself. His cool voice belied the thickened tones he'd just whispered in her ear. She almost wondered if she'd imagined them.

'Sophia's come down with a headache,' he went on blithely, 'and she's decided to go off to bed.' He bent to give her a chaste kiss on the cheek. 'Goodnight, love. I'll pop in and see how you are later.'

Sophia found herself saying an amazingly calm goodnight to an astonished Wilma and drifting off back into the house, as though hypnotised. When she reached her bedroom, she turned and locked the door, not to keep Jonathon out, but to keep everyone else out, everyone who might ask her awkward questions and who might see what was in her face.

Jonathon had warned her that he was way out of her league. He was. But it was too late now. Too late. He'd set her on a path she'd never travelled along before, a dangerous but insidiously attractive path, far more powerful than conscience, or loyalty, or even love; a primitive path, promising pleasures that needed nothing of the soul but everything of the senses. She'd recognised once before that going to bed with Jonathon wouldn't be anything like she'd experienced with Godfrey. It would not be making love. It would be having sex, nothing more, nothing less.

She'd always believed that type of thing was not for her, that it would hold no appeal.

She'd been wrong.

Once her door was securely locked she took off everything, including the earrings, and showered very slowly, aware of the water beating against her skin as she'd never been before, aware of her body as she'd never been before. She closed her eyes and lifted her face into the spray, opening her mouth and letting the water fill it, remembering how it had felt to have Jonathon's tongue filling it. She shuddered, but stayed with that thought and reached for the soap, moving it in ever widening circles over her stomach and ribs.

She moaned softly when the soap found her breasts, her insides tightening whenever the slippery surface grazed over the nipples. When she could bear the sen​sations no longer she dropped the soap and arched her body into the hot wet spray.

After the shower she stood naked in front of the vanity and took all the pins out of her hair, brushing it down with long, languorous strokes, wincing whenever the sharp bristles came into contact with her breasts. She toyed briefly with the idea of staying naked for him, but in the end slipped on one of the nighties which had lain unworn till this moment in her bottom drawer.

It was cream, with a low-cut stretch-lace bodice which moulded her full breasts into a deep tantalising cleavage; the rest was satin, falling in slippery folds from its princess line to the floor. It felt cool against her heated skin, cool and decadent. She should have been disgusted with the image she was presenting. Instead, she felt so excited she could hardly stand it.

When there was nothing more to be done—her make-up had been touched up and perfume applied everywhere—she lay down on top of the bed and waited till the last guest had gone and the house was quiet. At that point, she rose, shivering, the cool satin folds slapping against her naked thighs as she moved across the plush-piled carpet to unlock the door.

It was at that point that she began to tremble quite violently. Knowing she could he in supposed patience on that bed no longer, she walked over to stare, wide-eyed, through the window down at the now deserted terrace. She wondered how long it would be before he would come, how much longer he would make her wait. She hoped not too long.

CHAPTER TEN

The sound of splashing snapped Sophia out of her blank staring. Her eyes, already wide and glittering, focused on a male figure cleaving his way through the moonlit pool.

It was Jonathon, of course. There was no other male in the Parnell House.

Sophia watched him swim up and down at a pun​ishing pace, his head rarely leaving the water. Then, when she'd begun to fear he might stay doing laps till he drowned, he swam over to the side and abruptly hauled himself out of the water, standing there, heaving, while the water dripped from his glistening body to form a pool around his feet.

Sophia stared at him.

This was the closest she had come to seeing Jonathon naked since entering Parnell Hall, only a brief pair of black swimming trunks between him and total nudity. The sight took her breath away. She'd always been in awe of his physical size and strength, even when dressed in one of his sleekly expensive business suits, but he seemed larger without his clothes on.

She hadn't realised, either, how much body hair he had. Godfrey had had very little. There again, Godfrey had had very little hair even where he should have had some. He'd told her once he'd been going bald since he was twenty-three.

Jonathon's head, however, was covered with luxuriant black waves, at that moment plastered thickly wet around his well-shaped skull. There was also a matting of damp black curls over most of his chest arrowing down to where it disappeared from sight underneath the black swimming trunks.

Standing there as he was in the moonlight, with his shoulders squared and his fists curled, his chest still rising and falling with the physical effort of that savage swim, he presented an image rather similar, Sophia fancied, to that of a primitive man who'd just forded a flooded river. Soon, he would stride on home to his cave where his woman would be waiting with food cooking over an open fire.

But this caveman wouldn't want to eat straight away. He'd been away, after all, for days, seeking out new hunting fields. What he suffered from was hunger of a different kind.

Sophia could see him now, eyeing his scantily clad mate with hot eyes, then coming forward to grab a clump of her hair at the back of her head, bending her body back till he could suckle on one of her bare breasts like a starving infant before dragging her back on to their rough bed of furs at the back of their cave and vanquishing his hunger, not once, but several times.

She was still enthralled in this fantasy when Jonathon's head suddenly snapped up to see her staring glazedly down at him through the window. Their eyes met and locked, Sophia unable to breathe while that intense gaze remained riveted to hers. And then he moved, striding purposefully towards the house, his eyes only leaving her when they had to. She spun round, her breath coming in swift shallow pants as she stared at the bedroom door.

It was soon flung open, and he stood there, a huge dark silhouette against the light which was always left on in the hall. She licked dry lips, glad there was no other light on in the room. When he moved abruptly inside, shutting and locking the door behind him, she braced herself against the windowsill, her stomach churning wildly, her heart thudding almost painfully in her chest.

He crossed the carpet with huge strides, looking larger and larger with each step till he towered over her. She lifted rounded eyes to his narrowed ones, her tongue suddenly thick in her mouth. A flood of nerves consumed her, bringing with it a trembling deep inside.

But even as her apprehension built, so did her desire, her eyes clinging to his, her body uncon​sciously straining towards him.

He ripped the nightie from her body, rent it in two from top to toe and threw it aside before sweeping her shaking body up into his arms and carrying her to the bed. He held her briefly against his damp body, hot eyes raking over her naked flesh before spreading her out on the quilt then swiftly stripping himself. Sophia was stunned by the speed with which he loomed over her, a dark silent force that breathed but did not speak.

She gasped when he pushed her legs apart and settled on his haunches between them, gasping again when, as though he had mind-read her earlier fantasy, he bent to scoop an arm around her waist and pull her into a sitting position, his free hand winding into her hair and pulling downwards, arching her back till one breast came into position for his searching mouth.

He nuzzled it hungrily, rubbed his five o'clock shadow over it, licked it, nibbled at it, and then, when she thought she could bear no more, drew the entire aureole into his mouth. Shuddering with pleasure, Sophia closed her eyes and gave herself up totally to the experience.

She didn't try to stop herself from moaning. There would be no stopping, she accepted blindly. There was no tomorrow. There was only here and now, with Jonathon's mouth on her breast. She didn't know what lay in store for her this night. She only knew that she wanted whatever he wanted. She was his, totally, utterly, to do with as he willed.

He tormented her other breast before he lowered her back to the bed, before his mouth began a frantic, feverish journey down her body. He shocked her when he left nothing unkissed or unexplored. But the shock wasn't nearly as overwhelming as the sensations his lips and tongue evoked. She'd never dreamt her body housed such hidden delights.

Not hidden to Jonathon, however. He showed his experience with women by knowing exactly what would bring her intolerably close to ecstasy, what would make her gasp and moan and writhe beneath him, what would make her beg him not to stop.

'No, don't stop,' she cried a second time when he abandoned what he was doing.

He didn't stop. He merely started replacing his mouth and hands with his body, making her gasp when she realised he was as large there as he was everywhere else. A sob caught in her throat, her eyes squeezing tightly shut against the pressure of his ti​tanic desire seeking entry into her almost virginal body.

When he suddenly achieved the unachievable, slipping deeply inside, Sophia's eyes flung wide. All discomfort had ceased, the only sensation one of being thoroughly and very satisfyingly filled. What Jonathon was feeling, she couldn't tell. He didn't look at her from where he was still kneeling between her legs, his hands under her buttocks, his concentration seemingly on that area where their flesh became one. His face was in shadow, but his stillness suggested a silent savouring of their union.

His hands moved to grip her hips and lift them from the bed, pulling her forward across his thighs as he settled back on to his haunches. When his head tipped back on a low groan, a ray of moonlight slanted across his face, revealing tortured, twisted features. He looked as if he was in pain as he began to pump slowly into her, pulling her hard against him whenever he urged his own flesh fully into hers, then easing her away as he withdrew a few inches.

Sophia wasn't in pain. She was deep in pleasure. It was like riding a storm-tossed sea, she imagined, being lifted up on to a crest of a wave, then plummeted down into a trough, only to be scooped up again, even higher than before. Higher she went, and higher, her soft moans of delight slowly turning to almost tor​mented groans. Her hips writhed under his increas​ingly ruthless grasp, her mouth gasping wide, her eyes screwing tightly shut as pleasure did indeed become a type of pain.

Was this what he'd been feeling all along? Oh, surely not. He wouldn't have been able to stand it this long.

'No, no,' she moaned before suddenly being gripped in sensations so sharp, so electric, so exciting that she cried out aloud. Her hands gripped clumps of the quilt at her sides, her flesh pulsating with seemingly endless waves of pleasure.

Sophia dazedly understood that this was a climax, that it was the desired result in making love, the ulti​mate. She suspected now that she would never have experienced this with Godfrey. The one time she had gone to bed with him, she'd felt nothing at all like what she'd felt here tonight, Godfrey's kisses and touches not evoking even the first inkling of real arousal or desire.

Jonathon, however, had driven her mind and body into a crazed frenzy from the first moment he'd kissed her tonight. Yet they weren't in love with each other. It hadn't been making love, what he'd done to her on this bed, what he was still doing to her…
His name was torn from her lips, a lost, bewildered cry which called for him to explain how she could feel like this when there was no love involved, to comfort her in her confusion, to hold her till this cataclysmic experience released her from its tenacious grip.

He didn't do any of those things. He stayed right where he was till his own body finished shuddering into her, till her own spasms had long stopped and she lay there, limp and exhausted. Then he withdrew with a groan and collapsed beside her on the bed, leaving her feeling emotionally empty yet so physi​cally sated she could hardly find the energy to breathe.

One last shuddering sigh puffed from her lungs and her head lolled sidewards to look at him. His eyes were shut, his chest still rising and falling quite raggedly, as though he'd just run a long, long race.

The room was bathed in enough moonlight for her to see his body quite clearly, her eyes travelling down from his massive chest to his much trimmer hips, and what lay between them. He was still partially erect, she realised, his desire not totally spent.

Her surprise was quickly replaced by speculation. Did that mean he might want to do it a second time?

Her stomach turned over at the prospect. She gulped then stared blankly up at the ceiling. Could she bear to be taken to the razor's edge again so soon? To be teased and tormented, then practically torn apart?

Sophia gasped when one large hand suddenly found the flat of her stomach, her eyes flying to his when it began sliding slowly up her body. He had rolled on to his side, his eyes heavy-lidded as he continued to move his hand up over her right breast, kneading it gently then rubbing his thumb over and over the nipple till it became a hard little ball. Her breathing picked up again from where it had become deep and languorous, her lips falling softly apart.

'If only I'd realised,' he said cryptically, 'I would have done this sooner.'

'Realised what?' she said blankly in a voice like treacle.

'That Godfrey wasn't your first lover…' His mouth descended to lick at the highly sensitised bud, so that he didn't see her startled expression. And then she was too involved with what he was doing to speak, her head whirling wildly. Once again she was on the treadmill, only this time it was worse. This time she knew what was ahead of her, fearing it yet wanting it even more than before.

When he rolled her away from him and spooned his giant body around hers, clamping a firm arm around her waist she moaned an anguished protest. But there was no further protest once he'd lifted her top leg back over his hip and fitted himself into her, when he cupped her chin and twisted her face round so that he could kiss her panting mouth.

She was his once more, whimpering beneath his driving tongue, writhing beneath his driving flesh.

Her second climax was no less tumultuous than her first, leaving her totally drained afterwards. This time, however, he cradled her back against him. Possessively, she thought, one hand enclosing a breast, the other on her stomach.

'Beautiful,' he murmured, kissing her ear, her hair, her neck. 'Beautiful…'

Sophia sighed, aware that in an odd way she felt more Jonathon's woman than she'd ever felt Godfrey's. Maybe it was only sexual, but sex was obviously a powerful force—highly possessive, over​whelmingly pleasurable and addictively satisfying. And while her brain told her that it was only lust that had impelled Jonathon to her bed tonight, that any number of women would have served his purposes as well, she could not help smiling to herself in the darkness, her feminine intuition telling her that she had pleased him more than any woman had for a long long time.

Sophia was lying there in his arms, their bodies still joined, when she suddenly remembered the odd comment he'd made about Godfrey not being her first lover. She frowned and stiffened.

'What is it?' he said. 'What's wrong? Tell me…'
'I… I was wondering why you thought I'd been with other men before Godfrey.'

The hand around her breast tightened, the ca​ressing palm stilling on her stomach. She felt his in​stant tension along a thousand different nerve-endings.

'Are you saying Godfrey was your first lover?' he asked tautly.

She nodded.

His silence was excruciating.

'Did you enjoy going to bed with him?' he asked at last, his voice strained. 'Did he satisfy you?'

The tone of his question suggested that he already knew Godfrey had not been the best lover in the world. Had they shared brotherly confidences? Or had Godfrey's first wife complained openly over her hus​band's lack of skill in the bedroom?

Sophia gritted her teeth as a bitter resentment sur​faced in Godfrey's defence. Jonathon had pretended he hadn't wanted to take what should have been his brother's. But he had in the end. Quite ruthlessly. And now he wanted her to compare notes about their indi​vidual performances in the bedroom. Be damned if she would belittle her beloved Godfrey. Be damned if she would let Jonathon think he had won in every​thing. He might have secured her passion but he would never have her love, or her loyalty.

'Of course I enjoyed it,' she said with fierce re​solve. 'I loved Godfrey. There is more to making love than technique, Jonathon. Sometimes, it is more a meeting of souls, rather than bodies.'

'Is that so?' he drawled, his hand moving lazily on her breast again, playing with it till she had to bite her bottom Up to stop herself from making a sound. 'I suppose you would rather I read you poetry than do this,' he taunted softly. 'Or maybe you'd prefer a spot of Mozart playing in the background.'

'Don't be cruel, Jonathon,' she choked out, tears filling her eyes.

He abandoned her, so abruptly she cried out.

'But I can be cruel,' he bit out, rolling her over onto her back and glaring down into her distressed face. 'I'm an opportunist, my darling wife. Now don't look so shocked. Didn't you realise this little tumble legally consummated our marriage? Your offer has been well and truly taken up, Sophia. I decided to​night I'd be a fool not to. You're young and beautiful and sexy, and you'll make a marvellous mother.'

He laughed into her stunned face. 'Don't tell me you'd forgotten the other possible consequence to what we've just been doing? My, you do get rather carried away once you're turned on, don't you? No need to blush, my sweet. I like my women a little wild. And you are my woman now. Make no mistake about that. Godfrey can keep your soul, and your love. I'll just take those bits he has no use for any more.'

Bending, he kissed her open mouth, showing her with a few short savage strokes of his tongue that she was indeed his in a sexual sense. But she'd known that since he'd first sent her up to this room, long before he'd joined her.

'I think you're wicked,' she said shakily when his head lifted.

'And I think you're gorgeous,' he returned, totally flustering her.

'I'm going back to my own bed now,' he went on with surprising nonchalance. 'I suggest you dispose of that ripped nightie and get some sleep. Tomorrow we're going away together.'

She blinked her shock. 'Away where?'

'I have no idea…yet. Somewhere with room service, a large bed and a spa.'

Sophia groaned silently at how her heart leapt at his words. My God, in her mind she was already there in that room, in that spa and in that bed, with him. 'But…but what will we tell your mother?' she asked, a shameful heat flushing her entire face. 'And Maud?'

'The truth, of course. We've decided to make our marriage a real one, and we're off on a be​lated honeymoon.'

CHAPTER ELEVEN

'Why, that's wonderful!' Maud exclaimed when Jonathon relayed his news over breakfast. 'Isn't it wonderful, Ivy?'

'I… I suppose so,' Ivy agreed weakly, startled grey eyes moving from her son to a rapidly colouring Sophia who was busy hoping neither Ivy nor Maud had concluded the honeymoon had already started.

Sophia closed her eyes briefly against the memory. Dear God, she could hardly believe any of it herself. When she'd woken this morning, alone in her big bed, it all seemed unreal, till Jonathon had knocked then barged straight in, striding over to snatch up the totally destroyed nightie from where it still lay on the floor under the window. She had meant to pick it up but had fallen asleep.

When she clutched a sheet over her nakedness he'd laughed before ordering her to get dressed and present herself for breakfast as soon as possible, which she had. Somehow, when Jonathon said jump, you jumped.

'Where are you going?' Maud asked excitedly.

'Now, Maud,' Jonathon reproached with a rueful smile. 'No one tells where their honeymoon is. I will leave a number with Wilma with strict instructions that it is only to be used for emergencies. Sophia and I want peace and privacy.'

'Of course you do,' Maud said with a wide smile. 'We wouldn't dream of spoiling your honeymoon, would we, Ivy?'

Ivy looked as if it was only just dawning on her that Sophia had abandoned Godfrey's memory in favour of his better-looking, more successful and younger sibling. She was looking at Jonathon with a bitter resentment in her eyes, then at Sophia with a weary disappointment.

A type of resentment of her own surged through Sophia. If Godfrey wouldn't have minded, why should his mother? Besides, she just wasn't able to help herself. Jonathon had cast a spell over her, a sensual, sexual spell that was so powerful, no woman could have resisted. Even sitting across from him at this breakfast table was agony. She had to forcibly stop her eyes from feasting on him, had to block her mind from the images that kept demanding entry. Jonathon… his mouth on her breast… his hands cupping her buttocks… his body blending perfectly with hers…
She gave a little shudder of defeat and looked over at him. He looked back, his face cool and shuttered, nothing at all like that face she'd glimpsed in the moonlight, that tortured passion-filled face. God, but she would do anything to see that face again.

'Eat up, Sophia,' he suggested smoothly. 'You have some packing to do.'

Ivy came into her bedroom while Sophia was packing, her hesitant steps betraying that possibly for the first time in her life she was actually going to con​front a problem rather than simply complain, criticise or put her head in the sand.

'Sophia dear,' she began gingerly.

Sophia bit down her irritation and looked up, smiling. 'Yes?'

'You… you do realise what you're doing, don't you? I mean… Jonathon is nothing like Godfrey. Godfrey was a gentle romantic soul, whereas Jonathon's just like his father. A very physical man, if you know what I mean…'

Sophia knew exactly what she meant.

Ivy put a hand on her arm. 'You're not doing this for Godfrey, are you?'

'For Godfrey?' Sophia repeated blankly.

Ivy flushed. 'Well, he did make you and Jonathon promise to marry, and… and maybe you think this is a way of keeping close to Godfrey, by being with his brother. But they are not the same, Sophia,' she warned in a panicky voice. 'It won't be at all the same! Jonathon is nothing like Godfrey. He takes after his father.'

It came to Sophia then that Jonathon's father must have been as sexual a man as Jonathon was, and that Ivy had not been able to cope. Maybe she hadn't liked sex at all. Maybe her husband's virility had frightened the life out of her. It would explain why he looked to other women to satisfy his physical needs.

Sophia looked into the woman's pale frightened face with understanding and pity. Poor thing…
But she wasn't about to let the woman think she was making some mammoth sacrifice, or that she wasn't well aware of the sort of man Jonathon was. She took Ivy's hand in both of hers and patted it back.

'Don't concern yourself so, Ivy. I realise, more than anyone, that Jonathon is nothing like Godfrey, but that doesn't mean he's not a fine man, a man I'd be proud to have as my husband. We've thought this move over very carefully. I want children and so does Jonathon. Did you know that his first wife refused to give him children, that she pretended to be trying to conceive yet all the while she was on the Pill? That's why Jonathon divorced her.'

Ivy was clearly shocked. 'I… I didn't know that. Oh, poor Jonathon…'

'Yes, poor Jonathon. Your younger son does have feelings, Ivy. He's flesh and blood the same way Godfrey was flesh and blood. Sometimes I get the feeling you forget that…'

Sophia let her words hang, giving Ivy a few mo​ments for them to sink in.

'A boy might do without a father's approval,' she added softly, 'but there's nothing like a mother's love. At least Godfrey always had that.'

Ivy gave her a horrified look. 'But I love Jonathon too!' she insisted. 'I always have.'

'I don't doubt it, but you rarely ever show it.'

'I… I…' Ivy sank down on the edge of the bed, clearly distressed. 'Jonathon never seemed to need my love as Godfrey did…'

Sophia didn't say any more on the subject and when Ivy left the room a few minutes later she hoped she had done some good. It was ironic, in a way, that she should care about Jonathon's relationship with his mother, or that she had defended him so staunchly when underneath she wasn't so sure he was such a fine man. It was all very confusing.

'What on earth have you been saying to my mother?' the man himself said as he strode through the still-open doorway. 'I met her on the stairs just now and do you know what she did? Gave me a big hug and a kiss, told me she loved me and wished us all the happiness in the world.'

Sophia turned a blankly innocent face to Jonathon's cynically knowing one. 'Maybe she regretted her bad manners over breakfast.'

'And maybe I'm Jack the Ripper,' came his dry reply. 'You've been doing your Tammy tricks again, haven't you?'

'Tammy tricks? What are they?'

'Never mind. I'd much rather see your other tricks, the ones which begin after your clothes come off.' He pulled her into his arms and kissed her, not letting her go till she was flustered and breathless.

'The door's open,' she protested when he started to undo the buttons that ran down the front of her dress. 'Someone might come in.'

He did the buttons back up again with an angry flick of his fingers. 'What I wouldn't give for a house of my own, where I wouldn't have to care about open doors or people walking in on us. No, don't bother objecting. I have no intention of really moving out. I'm not that cruel. But it's why I'm taking you away today. I want you all to myself for a while,' he growled, his hand reaching out to pick up the single plait that hung down her back, encircling it round her neck then pulling her slowly towards him. 'I have a mind to see this beautiful hair spread out on a pillow.' He smiled down into her wide eyes. 'I have a mind to do a lot of things to you…'

His head bent to sip with unexpected tenderness at her lips. When they fell apart on a soft moan, inviting the invasion of his tongue, he abruptly abandoned her mouth, dropped the plait, whirled and left the room.

Her heart was pounding as she watched him go, her thoughts in turmoil. It was all getting out of hand, this sexual power he exercised over her. Where would it all lead?

To a hotel in a seaside suburb, it seemed. A beautiful hotel which overlooked the beach and the Pacific Ocean, with a honeymoon suite so corruptively luxurious and opulent that she could do nothing but stare at it in stunned silence, thinking this must have been specifically designed to tantalise and tempt the senses.

The decorating colours were visually rich—cream, red and gold. The furniture and furnishings were equally rich, with close attention paid to how they would feel to the touch—or underneath bare skin.

The large rectangular sitting-room boasted a plush red carpet, with two cream leather sofas and a low glass coffee-table down one end, and a table setting for two at the other, right in front of the floor-to-ceiling glass doors that opened out onto a balcony with a panoramic view of the Pacific Ocean. When a button near the light switch was pressed, billowing cream curtains slid silently across the view, their semi-transparent material giving an immediate sense of subtle intimacy and sensuality.

The bedroom was not so subtle. There, the carpet was cream and twice as thick, the room dominated by a huge circular bed covered by a red velvet quilt which was eclipsed for decadence only by the cream satin sheets underneath. Not that Sophia could see the sheets at first glance, but she could see the six satin-covered pillows propped up against the red quilted headboard.

Satin sheets and six pillows? Sophia was shaking her head as she moved on into the bathroom, only to have her eyes almost pop out of her head as she took in its crystal chandelier, carved gold taps and huge spa which stretched from one wall to the other under​neath a plate-glass window.

Jonathon, who'd closely watched her silent tour, came up behind her, curving his hands over her shoulders and pulling her back against him. She tensed immediately, thoroughly intimidated by the thought of making love in broad daylight. Or of having a bath underneath a window, even though no one could possibly see in unless they went hang-gliding past the front of the hotel.

'What do you think of the view?' he asked softly, his lips moving over one of her ears, making her shiver uncontrollably.

'It… it's very nice.'

'It looks even better at night,' Jonathon murmured in her ear. 'More romantic'

The penny dropped and she turned to face him, her face and heart tight with instant jealousy. 'You've been here before, haven't you? With one of your women.'

'No, I haven't,' he denied. 'But Harvey has. He told me about it when I called him this morning to let him know exactly what the situation was between us.'

'What… what did Harvey say? About us, I mean.'

Jonathon laughed. 'He wasn't at all surprised. Truth is, Sophia, we were both on the end of Wilma's plottings last night. She asked Harvey to come on to you. Not that he wasn't willing, mind. And he was quite ready to follow through if I didn't react as Wilma hoped.'

Sophia was taken aback. She'd known herself that Wilma had been trying to matchmake her with Jonathon, but to inveigle Harvey into making a play for her seemed to be going a bit far, and she said so.

'Wilma has ulterior motives in wanting us together like this,' he explained drily. 'The woman's ruthlessly ambitious. She's been wanting to be more than a sec​retary in Parnell Property for years. Her first step up the ladder is to get more responsibility, to have the boss have interests other than work. Marriage to someone like you would qualify as having other interests…'

He started undoing the buttons on her dress again, and this time she didn't stop him. What would have been the point? Underneath her surface coolness she wanted him to undress her, so badly that she was shaking inside. She stood there, little tremors running through her, while he took off all her clothes, thankful that he made no attempt to kiss her or caress her as he despatched each garment.

By the time she was naked before him, her eyes were dilated, her skin flushed with heat, her heart racing madly.

But with him still totally clothed she also suddenly felt shy. The temptation to cover herself was great but she resisted, standing there proudly before him, though her hands had unconsciously clenched by her sides.

'You're so lovely,' he muttered, his eyes narrowed upon her. When he ran the back of his fingers across the tips of her breasts, she gasped aloud. He groaned, and dropped his head.

'God, Sophia, do you have any idea how much I want you?'

She simply stared at him, unable to say a word.

'I need to have you right now,' he went on, sweeping her up into his arms. 'No foreplay. Nothing for you but the knowledge that I've never been like this with any woman before. I haven't a hope of controlling myself as I did last night. Believe me, I guaranteed that performance by swimming in a cold pool till I was almost exhausted. It took the edge off my need. Not so this time,' he told her as he strode back into the bedroom. 'This time I will be appallingly quick. I don't want to hurt you. I don't want to frighten you, or disappoint you. But I must do this. Don't say no.'

He didn't wait for her to say anything, she realised in retrospect. He laid her face-down across that decadent red bed, making her feel just as decadent as he eased her legs apart and briefly, but only briefly, caressed her. She grew tenser by the moment as she listened to the sounds of clothes being discarded. But mingled with the tension was excitement, the thought of his looking at her lying there, naked and spread-eagled against the red velvet, sending the blood roaring through her head.

She gasped when he finally penetrated her, her fingernails digging into the velvet at the feel of his hardness driving deep. There was no denying that her body instinctively responded, eagerly awaiting each surging thrust. For a few moments, she was soaring upwards, but then it was abruptly over, leaving her heart pounding afterwards, her flesh suspended on some plateau which was in itself surpris​ingly pleasurable.

She lay there, almost savouring her lack of release, glad that it was not over for her. She heard the water running in the bathroom, and then he was turning her over, lifting her into his arms and carrying her to the spa. The hot gushing water was delicious against her still aroused body. He settled her comfortably into his lap but when she finally looked up into his face, she was surprised to find he was looking down at her with worry in his eyes.

Her smile totally threw him, she could see.

'You didn't mind?' he asked, still frowning.

'It was a lovely entree.' She snuggled into him. 'When's the main course?'

His laughter carried surprise and relief. 'You are the most delightful, beautiful, sexy, generous-hearted girl. God, but I will never get enough of you!'

'I'm glad to hear that, Jonathon,' she said, startled at her own sauciness but revelling in it. This was a side to herself she had never known existed, this wickedly erotic side. Had Jonathon corrupted her? Or was it this place?

'You take this end,' he told her abruptly, and de​posited her where he'd been sitting while he slid down to put his back to the window. Any initial disappoint​ment that he had chosen to put space between them was soon obliterated when he picked up a sponge and began washing her feet, then her calves, her knees, working his way slowly upwards, sliding between her legs as he went, his own moving under her back.

Sophia's heart began to race as she realised where he was heading and what he was going to do. It had been one thing in a darkened bedroom, but here, in a bath, in broad daylight, in front of a window?

She swallowed several times while he washed her very intimately, but when he discarded the sponge and lifted her to his mouth, she squeezed her eyes tightly shut. Her back arched as her head tilted back, her hair fanning out on the surface of the water.

I shouldn't be allowing this, she told herself agitat​edly. It was the ultimate in surrender, the ultimate in wanton behaviour.

But he's your husband, another voice said. And you're his wife. There's no such thing as a wanton wife…
Too late again, anyway. Her breath was catching, her blood firing, her body already on the edge of re​lease. Sophia's eyes shut even tighter as she gave herself up to the sensations, her mouth gasping open. No use in fighting them. No use in fighting him. Oh, God…
The following two days would live forever in Sophia's memory as the most amazing forty-eight hours. Within no time, she ceased to question her actions, particularly her sexual responses to Jonathon and whatever he did or suggested. Soon, everything seemed incredibly normal and natural.

Perhaps this was because Jonathon was so loving, even when their encounters became a little torrid. Afterwards, he would always hold her with such ten​derness, saying the most incredibly complimentary things. Praise was a powerful aphrodisiac, she found. Whatever he asked of her, she gave willingly, eager to please him, thrilling to the sounds of his pleasure much more than her own.

Her education was also greatly expanded. She found out that pillows had more uses than for resting heads on, that leather was as sensuous under naked flesh as satin sheets, that a woman could have many more cli​maxes in one lovemaking session than a man, but most of all, that Jonathon had to be the most wonderful, considerate, imaginative lover in the whole world.

They ate dinner in the nude both nights, room service setting up a table, complete with candles and champagne. Each time, Sophia became more than a little tipsy, so much so that after dinner, when she lay naked and replete in Jonathon's arms, she became rather talkative, telling him everything about her life so far.

He was a most sympathetic listener, especially when she told him about her father dying when she was only a little girl, her much loved schoolteacher father who had doted on her, read her stories and been such an important part of her young life. By the second night, she'd moved on to her years at the farm after her mother had married Joe, Jonathon saying all the right words to soothe these fresher and more turbu​lent memories. But when she tried to move on to her time with Godfrey, he stopped her dead straight away.

'No, Sophia,' he told her curtly. 'I do not wish to hear about what you shared with Godfrey. I realise you think he would understand all this…' His hand swept in a savage wave over their naked bodies. 'You could be right but I still have my doubts. I justify myself with the excuse that, in a perverse way, I am doing what my brother asked—protecting you.'

He laughed at her shocked expression.

'Oh, yes, Sophia, New Year's Eve showed me all too clearly that you had recovered from your grief at losing Godfrey and his baby, and that you were in danger of becoming a ready victim for some clever, conscienceless man. You're an extremely lovely and very desirable girl, full of life and love and passion. You needed a man in your bed that night as much as I needed a woman in mine. I chose to solve both our problems this way rather than let you loose in a world which is hard on naïvité and innocence.'

Again she looked startled and again he laughed.

'Don't think that anything we have done together in this hotel suite makes you any less innocent, or less naïve. So you know a few more sexual positions. So you know some more sophisticated ways to please a man. Neither makes you a woman of the world, Sophia. All it does is make you more vulnerable to the dark side of men, and more able to be exploited. Now I think you should get some sleep. First thing in the morning I'll be taking you home. The honeymoon, I think, is over.'

He rolled away from her and Sophia lay there beside him for ages, wondering if he was the conscienceless man he spoke of. Even if he wasn't, wasn't he happily exploiting this new-found sexuality of hers, hadn't he still made her a victim, vulnerable to his desires and his dark side?

She was lying there some time later when he rolled over and pulled her roughly to him. 'I hate women who don't go to sleep when I tell them to,' he mut​tered, his mouth covering hers. Sophia struggled with the urge to push him away, to tell him to go to hell. But it seemed she was some way off being able to deny herself, along with him.

Still, she would not let him have it all his own way. She did push him, but only on to his back, where she straddled him, her hair falling round her face in a dark curtain. He'd shown her how to make love to him this way, shown her exactly what drove him crazy. She needed to drive him crazy now, needed to see a shift in power in their relationship, even if it was only temporary.

'No, don't,' he groaned when she'd taken him to the edge a second time, only to retreat, forcibly bringing him back with her.

'But I thought this was how you liked it, darling,' she taunted breathlessly.

'I'll darling you, you little bitch.'

How he managed to reverse their positions so quickly, she had no idea, but suddenly she was flat on her back, her arms held wide in a brutal grip, her body impaled beneath his.

'And now we'll see who's boss around here,' he growled.

'Yes, we will, won't we?' she countered wick​edly, using her internal muscles with ruthless re​solve to propel him swiftly and savagely with her into the abyss.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Sophia and Jonathon were sitting at the table eating breakfast, Sophia in her bathrobe, Jonathon wearing white boxer shorts, when the telephone rang. The sound was so foreign to the last two days that they exchanged surprised looks for a moment.

'Probably Reception,' Jonathon said on the second ring. 'I called them while you were in the shower and asked them to make up the bill. Perhaps there's some query about the amount of champagne we've consumed.'

Jonathon rose and walked across the red carpet towards the telephone table. Sophia watched him admiringly, thinking how she no longer found his body or his size in any way intimidating. She loved both. Neither did she find his autocratic manner as intimi​dating any longer.

She had a feeling that in future, whenever he barked an order or scowled at her in disapproval, she would not quiver with fear but smile wryly to herself. For he was all bark and no bite, her husband. Passionate, yes. And as physical as his mother had warned her. But beneath his aggressive and sometimes difficult personality lay a depth of caring and consideration which he could not always hide. Sophia didn't think she would be afraid of him ever again.

Her musing was interrupted by his sudden snarling into the receiver.

'For pity's sake, Wilma, couldn't you have handled that yourself? I would hardly classify a revised tender deadline as an emergency.'

When Sophia shot him a startled and perhaps slightly reproachful look, he astonished her by winking, while at the same time continuing with his dressing-down of the hapless Wilma.

'I suppose I'll just have to cut my honeymoon short and come into the office,' he said after an impatient click of his tongue. 'If this is an example of your decision-making skills, madam, then I think I'll have to reconsider my idea of offering you a promotion. No, no, it's too late now. I've lost faith in your judgement. I'll be there by one. Make sure you're in the office and not out buying one of those ghastly cottage cheese sandwiches you live on.'

He hung up, then grinned a malevolent grin.

Sophia was appalled at him. He'd been planning to go into the office anyway, after dropping her home later in the morning. 'Oh, Jonathon, that was cruel,' she chided as he came back to sit down at the table, still smiling with evil satisfaction.

'Cruel, my foot!' he scoffed, waving a dismissive hand. 'That interfering, manipulating witch needs taking down a peg or two. I haven't forgiven her yet for tarting you up on New Year's Eve, then sending hot-handed Harvey in to rile me up further. The woman's insidious.'

'You like her,' Sophia pointed out indignantly. 'And I was not tarted up! I looked very nice.'

'You were naked under that dress.'

'I was not naked! I… I simply didn't wear a bra.'

'With you, that's enough to make any red-blooded man's hair stand on end. Not to mention other un​fortunate parts of his anatomy.'

'Don't be so crude,' she countered, flustered when she felt an embarrassed heat gathering in her cheeks. There she was, just a minute ago, thinking she was cured of Jonathon being able to rattle her. But it seemed she'd been wrong. 'I thought you liked my body,' she said, sounding rather sulky and childish in her irritation.

'You know I do. Why do you think I've kept you naked these past two days? Which reminds me, why are you all smothered up in that infernal robe? Take the damned thing off.'

'I will not,' came her indignant refusal, determined not to keep acting like a good little sexual slave, even if she had enjoyed it. 'Since you decided the honeymoon is over then my days of sitting naked at a table with you are also over!'

His eyes narrowed dangerously, and she did indeed quiver inside. But she was determined not to show it on the outside. 'I… I enjoy making love with you, Jonathon,' she said with a somewhat shaky attempt at firmness. 'But there is a time and place for every​thing. Godfrey wouldn't have minded your making me your real wife, but he would not have wanted you to corrupt me.'

'Corrupt you? You think being naked with your husband is corrupting you?'

'There's naked and there's naked,' she threw back, even as she realised she was becoming aroused under​neath the voluminous bathrobe. This highly un​wanted development heated her temper along with her blood. 'There's also husbands and husbands! I'm well aware you don't love me, Jonathon, but I would still like to feel that when we are intimate, it's like making love, not having sex. I want to feel like your wife, not a…a whore!'

Good God, whatever had possessed her to say such a stupid thing? Not once over the past few days had she ever felt like a whore, whatever it was a whore felt like! She had felt slightly wicked, and deliriously sexy, that was all. She had been with Jonathon every step of the way.

He was sitting very still, his face ashen under her accusation. 'You think I've treated you like a whore?' he asked, his tone grim.

Sophia couldn't bring herself to take back her lie, but neither could she go on with it. Suddenly—and she had no idea why—she burst into tears. Now Jonathon was looking totally appalled. He went to get up, possibly to come round and comfort her. But then he seemed to think better of it and sat back down again.

'I… I'm sorry,' he said bleakly. 'I had no idea. I thought… I hoped…' His obvious unhappiness pro​pelled her to her feet. She raced round and knelt beside his chair, clasping his nearest knee and resting her wet cheek against his thigh.

'I don't think that,' she sobbed. 'I don't know why I said it. I don't know why I'm crying.' She looked up through streaming lashes, pleading with him for the answers.

His hand trembled as it stroked her hair back from where it had fallen around her face and his thigh. 'I think,' he said slowly, 'that you might be feeling a little guilty. About Godfrey,' he added when she blinked her bewilderment.

'But why would I feel guilty?' she asked in all innocence.

'Because he's not here and I am. Because you've been sharing with me the sort of passion you might prefer to be sharing with him.'

'But I never shared this sort of passion with Godfrey,' she blurted out. 'I… I loved him but I… I never felt the things with him that I feel when I'm with you!'

Oddly enough, her declaration didn't make him look any happier. 'I know,' he confessed in an ex​tremely cynical tone. 'It's called sex, Sophia. Or desire. Or lust. I have a good record at inspiring such feelings in women. Don't set too much store by it. Don't confuse it for anything else, and for pity's sake don't start thinking you've fallen in love with me. I don't want your love. That belongs to Godfrey. What I do want from you is your body in my bed every night, and a baby some time in the future. Since you don't seem to mind either of those prospects, then there's no need for any of these tears, is there?'

'N-no, I suppose not,' she said with all the uncer​tainty in her heart, sighing as she settled her still damp cheek back down on his thigh.

But what if the words Harvey had spoken to her on their wedding-day had come true? What if she had fallen in love with Godfrey's very handsome and very sexy younger brother?

Such questions brought instant dismay. How could she have? She still loved Godfrey with all her heart and soul. She had not forgotten him in her mind and memory, not for a moment.

Her body, however, had other ideas. It loved Jonathon.

No, no, she agonised. This couldn't be love, this awful churning in her stomach, this wish to place her lips to the flesh beneath her cheek, this yearning to hold Jonathon so close to her heart that she could feel his own heart beating under hers. It was what he just said it was. Sex. Desire. Lust. I've fallen into lust, she accepted bleakly, not love.

An instinctive aversion to this thought had her scrambling to her feet, away from temptation, away from Jonathon. 'I… I'll go and pack,' she said agi​tatedly, unable to meet his eyes.

She heard him give a weary sigh as she hurried away into the bedroom, heard him mutter something which sounded like, 'The honeymoon is, indeed, over.'

'You're very quiet these days,' Wilma commented to Sophia on their way to their weekly shopping ex​cursion. 'Aren't you happy with Jonathon?'

Six weeks had passed since Jonathon had dropped his bride home at Parnell Hall and decamped to the office for the rest of the day. Six weeks during which the two things he'd said he wanted of her had come to pass. Sophia had spent every night in his bed and she was pregnant; had been, according to the doctor's estimation last week, since New Year's Eve.

Jonathon's reaction to the news had been unexpec​tedly subdued. She'd gone to tell him in the study after dinner—he still retired there to work every evening, sometimes not joining her in bed till well after mid​night. On those nights, he made no attempt to touch her when he first slipped between the sheets, but in​variably, at some time during the night, their bodies would touch and ignite with a type of spontaneous combustion. Jonathon's lovemaking had none of the wild imagination he'd employed on their honeymoon, but it seemed to have become more urgent, more im​passioned, if that was possible.

His first reaction to the news of the baby was dead silence and a rather remote stare. Then he cleared his throat and shifted some of the papers around the desk before looking up at her again, this time with a still disappointingly bland look on his face. 'And are you pleased?' he asked.

'Very,' she said truthfully. 'I've always wanted children.'

He nodded, his mouth curving into an oddly wry smile.

'I thought you wanted children too,' she blurted out. 'I thought you'd be happy about it!'

'I'm very happy about it,' he said.

'You don't seem to be.'

'I'm just a little shocked that you got pregnant so quickly, that's all. Still, I suppose, in the circum​stances, it was a likely occurrence…' He frowned down at the floor for a few seconds before slowly lifting his eyes back to hers. 'Do you want to move back into your own bedroom?'

She was startled, both by the question and the hardness that had come to his face, and those beautiful blue eyes of his. 'Why… why would I want to do that?'

'I thought the doctor might advise it, in the light of your previous miscarriage.'

'No, he insists I don't do anything different to what I normally would. He… he specifically said there's no reason to abstain from normal lovemaking.'

'What's normal lovemaking?' Jonathon asked drily.

Sophia was flustered by the question. 'I… I didn't ask. Normal, I suppose. I… I don't know.' She was blushing, yet didn't know why.

'I'll give him a ring and see what he means. Meanwhile, I think you'd better sleep in your old room.'

'But I don't want to!' she protested.

'It's only a temporary measure.'

'What will Maud and your mother think?'

'They won't think a thing after you tell them about the baby, except that I'm being a very considerate and sensitive husband. Don't make a fuss, Sophia. It is my job to look after you and your baby's welfare. Don't make it difficult for me.'

She stared at him, thinking it was going to be dif​ficult for her as well. The hours spent together in bed at night were the only time they were alone, the only time she had respite from the feelings that welled up within her every night over dinner. She would sit across the table and eat him up with her eyes, having missed him terribly all day, but he would hardly even look at her, hardly speak to her. It was no wonder their time in bed meant so much. Now he was going to deny her the only part of the day she enjoyed, the part she looked forward to with every fibre of her being.

Yet she could hardly argue with him in the face of his common-sense consideration, even if it did seem unnecessary. She was only six and a half weeks pregnant at the most. How could making love at this stage be a danger to the baby growing inside her?

'Sophia, why won't you answer me?' Wilma went on impatiently. 'Is Jonathon being mean to you?'

Sophia snapped out of it to turn a shocked face her friend's way. 'No, of course he isn't. He's been kindness itself since I told him about the baby last week.'

'Well I'm glad to hear that, because he's been like a bear with a sore head at the office. Lord knows what it would take to please that man consistently. He has a beautiful young wife who's going to have his baby, yet he's been acting as if he's got a perma​nent toothache.'

Wilma's words sent a huge wave of satisfaction flooding through Sophia. So he was missing their nights together as much as she was! She hugged the knowledge to herself, however. Wilma had done enough manipulating of their lives already. If she found out her protégées weren't sleeping together she would come up with some devilishly wicked plan to put things right.

Sophia knew how Jonathon hated that kind of thing. Now that she knew he was suffering as much as she was, she could almost bear the situation. But she wanted to kill that stupid damned doctor for telling Jonathon that, if his wife was unduly worried, they could abstain from sex till after she passed the three-month mark.

'I'll be glad to see the back of him for a while,' Wilma pronounced crossly.

Sophia's head snapped round. 'What do you mean? Is Jonathon going away?'

'You mean you don't know? God, isn't that just like him! Yes, he's flying up to the Gold Coast again tomorrow. Lord knows why. We haven't a prayer of getting that casino job no matter what he does.'

'What casino job?'

Wilma flashed her a pitying look. 'He really does keep you in the dark, doesn't he? If you don't watch it, you'll end up like one of those poor Mafia wives, seeing no evil, hearing no evil, speaking no evil. Now don't look so down-in-the-mouth, darling; if you want to know something just ask dear old Wilma. I'm a mine of information.'

'In that case, tell me about this casino job.'

'Well, we were one of the companies who put in a tender to the Queensland government for a new casino they want built on Gold Coast. I suggested to Jonathon that we should lower our bid, but no, the arrogant fool thinks being cheap is not the way to success. I tried telling him times had changed since his father built the company's reputation of quality alone. He's probably hoping that if he wines and dines the right people, he might be able to sway them at the nth moment.'

'But you don't think so.'

'No, I would have written that deal right off and moved on. To be honest, I'm surprised he's dug his heels in on this and insists on one last try. In my book, its dead money and dead time.'

Sophia sat there, in the passenger seat of Wilma's car, feeling sick. There was no doubt in her mind that Jonathon's trip away had nothing to do with that casino job. Any wining and dining he would do would be opposite some absolutely stunning-looking and highly sophisticated woman, the sort who only needed superficial romancing to end up in bed with a man like Jonathon. How many days would he need, she wondered bitterly, to rid himself of his growing frus​trations? Two? Three?

She guessed three. That might hold him till after she had passed the three-month deadline.

'Have you booked his return flight?' she asked in a taut voice.

'Yes. He's tentatively coming back on Tuesday night, but he did say he might change that till Wednesday if he needs the extra day.'

Three days. Maybe four. He must really be in a bad way, she thought savagely.

Sophia wanted to scratch his handsome face to death, wanted to mar his beauty so that no woman would ever look at him again. Her jealousy was so painful, her envy so overwhelming, that she had to bite her tongue to stop herself from screaming.

'I suppose he hasn't mentioned his plan to take you out to dinner tomorrow night yet either, has he?'

Sophia's mouth fell open. Not once since their marriage had Jonathon taken her anywhere. They'd had Harvey and his latest girlfriend over to dinner one night. But, other than that, they had not social​ised as a married couple in any way.

Not that Sophia had minded. She'd long come to terms with her being a home body. She wasn't one of those girls who wanted a career, or the bright lights. She enjoyed far simpler pursuits. Reading, going to the movies, watching television, gardening, cooking.

A real Tammy character, she'd come to appreciate after seeing one of the old Tammy movies on tele​vision and finally understanding what Jonathon had meant that day. Tammy was a country girl whose simple homespun ways endeared her to the hearts of the wealthy society family she comes to live with. Of course, fiction gave way to fact in her own case. Whereas Tammy won the love of the son in the family, all Jonathon felt for her was a lust that was easily transferred on to any other desirable female.

'I made the booking at the restaurant for him myself,' Wilma prattled on, 'so that's how I know. I think he's feeling guilty about going away, especially after working such long hours over the past few weeks. Of course, things aren't going too well in the real estate business at the moment. I think he's worried, which might go some way to explaining his bad moods.'

Sophia frowned at this. 'Jonathon's having money worries?'

Wilma laughed. 'Hardly. His family owns huge holdings in other much safer pies than real estate. Parnell Property Developments could fold tomorrow and Jonathon would survive. Handsomely!'

Sophia shook her head. It was the handsome part that bothered her the most. Would she feel this way about Jonathon if he were as ordinary-looking as Godfrey had been? Was his success with women all bound up in that superbly structured face and those compelling blue eyes? She didn't know. Neither did she know what she felt for Jonathon any more. If it was just lust, then it was growing stronger, not weaker. Wasn't lust supposed to wear off after a while?

'What kind of restaurant is it?' she asked wearily, her confusion seeming to drain all the anger and fight out of her.

'Now don't be like that. Jonathon wouldn't go away if he didn't feel he had to. The man's besotted with you!'

Sophia couldn't help the dry look she darted over at Wilma.

'He is!' the secretary insisted. 'And I should know. I saw him through his obsession with Charmaine. But this is different. Do you know he has a photograph of you on his desk? It's one he took of you on Christmas Day with the camera you gave him. I see him looking at it sometimes when he thinks no one is watching and the expression on his face almost moves me to tears. As for you, Miss Muffet, you don't fool me for a minute. You try to be cool when you talk about Jonathon but it's plain as the nose on my face that you adore him.

'Of course I realised that ages before the devil took you to bed, which was why I had to make sure he did! It's only natural that you adore him even more now. Dear old Charmaine would be spitting chips if she saw you two together. I'll bet she thinks she left behind one broken-hearted man. Instead, he has a beautiful wife whom he loves to death and who's having his baby. What more could a man want to be happy?'

Sophia was speechless. What more indeed, if it was true? Could it be so? Was it possible? Did they love one another?

'Have I embarrassed you?' Wilma asked when Sophia remained thoughtfully silent.

She thought of confiding in Wilma then dismissed it. 'No, no, of course not. What kind of restaurant is it you've booked?'

'Oh, very swank. It's not far from Parnell Hall, actually. It's attached to a five-star motel and ex​tremely popular, which is why I booked early.'

'How should I dress?'

'That black number you wore to the party wouldn't go astray.'

'I think not, Wilma. I'll splurge and buy something new, something more… subtle.'

'Ooh, I like that. Subtle. What on earth are you up to, Mrs Parnell?'

Sophia merely smiled.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

'You look very lovely tonight,' Jonathon said as he handed her into the passenger seat of his black Jaguar. 'Very… sophisticated.'

He could not have used a more pleasing word. It was the look she'd been striving for when she'd bought the elegantly tailored cream silk suit. Sophistication. The jacket was especially slimming, the long line minimising her breasts and hips, while still giving her a very feminine shape. Her hair was compressed tightly into a French roll, a curl hanging in front of each ear to soften the severe hairstyle, as did the gold and pearl drop earrings. Her cream shoes exactly matched the cream of the suit, and she carried a small gold evening purse.

The whole outfit, plus underwear, had hardly put a dent in her generous expense account, but it still seemed an enormous amount to her to spend on clothes. Still, she staunchly blocked any guilt over the extravagance. She would do anything, spend any​thing, if it brought Jonathon to her bed tonight. But she wasn't confident of success. Not at all.

'New perfume?' Jonathon asked after sliding in behind the wheel and sniffing the air in the enclosed cabin.

'In a way,' came her seemingly smooth reply. 'You had Wilma buy it for me months ago but I opened it for the first time tonight. I kept it for a special occasion.'

'How sweet,' he said.

Sophia swallowed and turned her face away from him to stare through the passenger window as he re​versed out of the garages. Her nerves were becoming steadily worse. Jonathon was looking absolutely gorgeous tonight in a dark blue suit, pale blue shirt and burgundy silk tie. He was also being very charming, but in the most underminingly remote fashion, acting more like a hired escort than a sup​posedly besotted husband taking his wife out for a romantic dinner the last night before he was going away.

Wilma was wrong. Sophia could see that now. Jonathon was not in love with her. She could not ex​plain the photograph business except that, somehow, Jonathon's secretary had got that wrong too. She must have misinterpreted his expression when he'd looked at it.

Dismay settled on her heart like a cold damp sponge. Wilma had at least been right about one thing. She did adore Jonathon Parnell. Maybe it was still a bad case of lust, but Sophia doubted it. It was not desire that was impelling her to try to seduce her husband tonight, but desperation. She needed to stop him from going to another woman's arms. She couldn't bear to think of it. She just couldn't bear it.

The restaurant was probably very, very nice, but Sophia hardly noticed its decor. The menu, too, was no doubt splendid, but she found herself duplicating Jonathon's order because she was too agitated to study it properly.

It was as well she liked seafood, since their meal started with oysters, then moved on to a lobster dish with an unusual sauce. The wine was white, chilled and dry. She drank it in gulps rather than sips, bringing frowning looks from Jonathon before he ac​tually said something.

'I thought Godfrey had taught you about wine,' was his blunt comment. 'It's not meant to be downed like root beer. Keep that up and you'll be under the table before we get to dessert.'

Quite frankly, that was where Sophia would have liked to be at that moment. Under the table.

But her discomfort was nothing to how she felt a minute or two later when she noticed her husband's attention riveted on a blonde woman seated by herself against a front window. The light from some neon signs outside was shining on her strikingly beautiful and sultry face, highlighting the honey-golden colour of her glorious hair, as well as the well tanned cleavage on display above the deeply cut bodice of a skin-tight white dress.

As though sensing Jonathon's eyes on her, the blonde's head turned. Her eyes locked on to his and simply refused to let go. Her smile, when it came, was soft, sensuous and insidiously seductive, her lips falling sexily apart before the mouth lifted into a de​licious curve. Sophia could not tell the colour of her eyes from that distance but she was sure they would be blue, just as she was sure that the woman's name would be Charmaine.

'Why don't you go over and talk to her?' she snapped. 'Since you're so wrapped.'

Jonathon's eyes carried surprise as they turned back to her rapidly reddening face. 'It is your ex-wife, isn't it?'

'Yes,' he admitted. 'It's Charmaine.'

Perhaps it was the wine which had loosened her tongue, but, once having started, Sophia found she couldn't stop. All the jealousy in her heart seemed to pour out in an acid tirade.

'Did you love her very much, Jonathon? I'd like to know. Was she good in bed? I wonder if you would have been able to stop making love to her if she had conceived your child. But above all, I wonder if you were as unfaithful to her as you're going to be to me this coming week?'

His stare vibrated with shock, and then anger. 'What the hell are you talking about it? I have no intention of being unfaithful to you, either this week or any other week.'

'Oh? Are you denying now that during all those trips away before Christmas you didn't sleep with other women?'

'That was different,' he hissed under his breath. 'And you damned well know it.'

Their argument might have continued if Sophia hadn't seen Charmaine move out of the corner of her eye. My God, the woman was actually going to come over. The hide of her! The gall!

Sophia lanced her with visual daggers as she sashayed over, undulating every inch of that tall un​forgettable figure for Jonathon's benefit, as well as every other male's in the restaurant.

'I hope I'm not interrupting anything,' Charmaine said with saccharine sweetness, stroking a long blonde lock back over her shoulder from where it had fallen into the valley between her breasts, a valley which deepened as she leant artfully on the table in Jonathon's direction.

Sophia watched the obvious gesture with cynical disdain. Were men really taken in by creatures like this? If she was what Jonathon preferred, then he wasn't the man she thought he was.

'I just couldn't let you leave without coming over and saying hello,' she purred, totally ignoring Sophia's presence. 'As you can see, I'm back here in Australia, all on my lonesome ownsome. Naturally, my mar​riage to Chuck didn't work out. How could it, when I was still in love with you, darling?'

Sophia sucked in a stunned breath and was about to tell the woman where she could take her outrage​ously rude and brazen self when Jonathon got in first.

'Which just goes to show that you're still as big a liar as you always were, Charmaine,' he said in a voice dipped in ice. 'Now, if you don't mind, I'm having a quiet romantic dinner with my wife and we'd appreci​ate some privacy.'

Charmaine turned a colour between grey and green before turning viciously cold eyes upon Sophia. 'This sweet young thing is your wife?' Her low laughter was vile. 'That was quick, Jonathon. Still, it was only to be expected, I suppose. But a brunette! You told me once you weren't at all attracted to brunettes. You also told me that…' She broke off, giggling coquettishly. 'Well perhaps I'd better not relate any more of the things you told me, otherwise there might be another divorce on the horizon. Ah, I see my coffee's arrived. Ta-ta, darling. She is sweet, though. Enjoy.'

Sophia watched the woman undulate back across the room with turmoil in her heart.

'Don't let that bitch upset you,' Jonathon snarled.

'I… I…' Sophia rose onto unsteady legs. 'I have to go to the ladies',' she finished in a rush, almost knocking over her chair as she scuttled away in what she supposed was a very unsophisticated haste. But she didn't care. She couldn't sit mere a moment longer. She certainly couldn't engage in a seemingly normal conversation with Jonathon at that moment. Maybe, by the time she returned, that hateful creature would have left, and maybe she might have regained control over her silly self. To find herself stammering again was mortifying in the extreme.

The ladies' room was blessedly empty, Sophia expelling a shuddering sigh as she leant against the twin vanity-units, her shoulders and head drooping. The door opening and shutting behind her sent her eyes jerking up in the mirror, only to find Charmaine's blazing blue eyes lying in wait for her. There was no smile on her face this time, and she didn't look half so lovely without it. In fact, she looked ugly, her mouth twisting with hate as she stood there with her back against the door, pretending to inspect Sophia.

'God, you're not even tall!' she sneered. 'Jonathon likes his women tall, didn't you know that? Tall and blonde… like me. With a decent bust… like me. I'll tell you why he married you, little miss nobody. Because he wanted someone young and compliant whom he could install in that ghastly old barn of a house as his private brood mare.'

Sophia stood there, frozen, when the woman came forward, grabbed her arm and spun her round. 'But don't think he won't be having other women on the side,' she raved on, her face contorted with fury. 'Women like me. Maybe even me! Don't go thinking that act out there means a damned thing. He hasn't forgotten me. He'll never forget me. I gave him better sex—and more of it—than any man has ever had. Wait till you become pregnant and your body is gross. He won't come near you with a bargepole.'

Something snapped inside Sophia, something quite frightening. She wrenched her arm out of Charmaine's hold and slapped her so hard the other woman screamed and reeled backwards against one of the cubicle doors, clasping her cheek and gaping at Sophia. 'How dare you hit me?' she yelled. 'I… I'll sue you for assault!'

'And I'll sue you for slander!' Sophia yelled right back. 'My Jonathon wouldn't dream of being un​faithful to me. You know nothing, you stupid ma​licious slut. You're everything he despises in a woman. He would rather have one night with me than a million nights with you, because he loves me.'

Charmaine laughed. 'Jonathon Parnell doesn't love any woman.'

'Maybe he didn't once but he does now,' Sophia argued. 'He loves me. And I love him,' she added, her heart contracting as the truth of this last bit hit home very hard. She'd suspected as much for some time, but this incident underlined just how deeply she did love him. If she lost him, she would die. Of course, she didn't have the same faith in Jonathon's love for her. Charmaine was probably right. It seemed likely that the man who had been husband to both of them was not capable of the kind of love Sophia craved.

'What's going on in here?'

Both women turned to face Jonathon standing in the doorway.

'Your bitch of a wife hit me,' Charmaine whined, rubbing her cheek.

One of Jonathon's eyebrows shot up as he glanced over at a flushed but unrepentant Sophia. 'I dare say you deserved it,' he drawled. 'When Sophia hits someone, they usually do. I suggest you keep out of her way, Charmaine. She's not nearly as meek and mild as she looks. Come, darling…' He extended a hand towards Sophia. 'I've fixed up the bill. I think we'll have our coffee back at home. Goodnight, Charmaine. If I ever see you again, it will be too soon.'

Sophia's fingers were trembling as Jonathon's large hand enclosed them. Somehow, she managed to ignore all the curious eyes that turned their way as Jonathon escorted her from the ladies' room and then the res​taurant. How much had they heard, she wondered? How much had Jonathon heard?

'Did you believe her?' he asked during the drive home.

'Believe what?' Sophia hedged.

'Whatever lies she told you about me.'

Sophia smothered a relieved sigh. So he hadn't really heard anything. Their argument had probably been muffled by the heavy wooden door. No doubt it was Charmaine's scream that had brought Jonathon to investigate.

'I wouldn't believe anything that slut said,' Sophia said firmly. 'She has no integrity.'

Jonathon chuckled. 'That is a very Godfreyish expression.'

'Is it?' Sophia was startled.

'Yes. According to Godfrey, very few people have integrity.'

'He may have been right,' she muttered.

'Are you referring to me?'

Sophia said nothing.

Jonathon sighed. 'Do you honestly think I would have anything to do with that woman ever again?'

'I… I'm not sure,' she admitted at last.

'But you are sure I would have extra-marital af​fairs. You certainly implied as much earlier on.'

Again Sophia said nothing.

'Goddamn it, answer me!'

Tears pricked at her eyes. 'Yes,' she said in a small, broken voice. 'Yes… I am.'

He swore as she had never heard him swear before. He yanked the Jaguar into their driveway with a face like thunder, still muttering away under his breath.

There was no mention of coffee as he steered her inside, up the stairs and into her bedroom, Sophia having subsided into a fearful silence at Jonathon's black mood.

'Now,' he ground out once the door was safely shut and he'd plonked her down on the end of the bed. 'I want you to simply sit and listen. I do not want you to say a single word. Not a single word!'

Sophia nodded, happy not to have to talk.

He began pacing back and forth across the room, muttering darkly to himself. Finally, he stopped in front of the window, his hands gripping the sill as he drew in then expelled a shuddering breath. Finally, he turned to face her again, folding his arms and making a big effort to relax his tensely held shoulders.

'I want to tell you a story,' he said, his voice sur​prisingly low and controlled. 'About a man who married a woman he loved to distraction, but the woman was incapable of loving him back as he wanted to be loved…'

Sophia's eyes rounded. Was he talking about their marriage? Could he be confessing that he… ?

'The man was my father,' he went on abruptly, totally obliterating her suddenly soaring hopes. 'The woman, my mother…'

Sophia's interest was captured, despite her disap​pointment. She straightened, her eyes fixed on Jonathon who was not looking at her but at some vague point on the far wall.

'My mother, you see, did not like the physical side of marriage. She found it… distasteful. She found my father's desires… disgusting. He confessed as much to me when I tackled him later in life on his many and increasingly less discreet affairs. But it was only when he told me the full story that I finally understood the puzzle that was my mother…'

Sophia couldn't say she was surprised by what she was hearing. She'd already suspected that Ivy had found her husband's obviously high sex drive an in​timidating factor in their relationship.

'Apparently, my mother tolerated what she con​sidered Dad's excessive demands till after she became pregnant with Godfrey. It was then that she started refusing him. Dad told me he was devastated, but since he loved my mother he tried not to stray, thinking that maybe after the baby was born things would get back to normal. Instead, she found every excuse she could think of not to resume marital relations. A year went by, then two. The strain of enforced celibacy began to take its toll and one night, in a fit of frus​trated rage, he forced himself on her… quite violently…'

Sophia was shocked, yet moved. The poor man… the poor woman… what a horrible mis​match of natures!

'The result was me,' Jonathon said bleakly, 'plus the end of all physical intimacy between them. To add insult to injury, I came out the spitting image of Dad. Can you wonder that she found it hard to love me, or that she has always favoured Godfrey?'

Sophia wanted to cry. Oh, poor, poor Jonathon…
'But your mother does love you, Jonathon,' she insisted. 'She really does.'

He nodded slowly. 'Yes, I actually think she does… now. I've gone up in her estimation con​siderably since I married you. But during my growing-up years she obviously found it hard to look at me and not… remember. I dare say I didn't help matters by following in Dad's footsteps in every way. I even committed the ultimate sin of liking sex as much as he did. That was the final straw around this house!

'It wasn't till I was a man and my father explained everything that I finally no longer blamed my mother for her attitude towards me. But I did blame her for making her husband turn elsewhere for what he should have received at home, quite willingly. I admit he was no saint. He had faults, not the least of which was his handling of Godfrey. Being a male of the old school, he didn't understand Godfrey's sensitive and slightly feminine nature, bossing and bullying him unmercifully, thinking he was making a man out of him.'

Jonathon began shaking his head. 'I have to admit Godfrey frustrated me too. I couldn't count the number of times I had to go to bat for him in the schoolyard. My father could never understand why Godfrey didn't fight back himself, why it was always me with the black eyes and not my older brother. When Godfrey wanted ballet lessons, my father enrolled him in boxing classes. When he wanted to do art, he had business studies rammed down his throat.'

Jonathon's laugh was rueful. 'But he did suffer for his transgressions, believe me. Guilt over his extra​marital affairs made him eventually turn to drink, and it was the drink that killed him. I loved that old bastard, Sophia. And I understood his pain. I vowed over his grave to never marry any woman who wouldn't give me everything I wanted in life. My idea of a married Utopia was plenty of sex interspersed with a large family. I wanted nothing of gentility or timidity. I wanted passion and no inhibitions at all…
'And so… I married Charmaine.'

When his face took on a faraway look, Sophia felt impelled to speak, driven by a jealousy that was as fierce as it was tormented.

'She… she said she gave you better sex—and more of it—than any man has ever had…'

His eyes turned to focus on her. Hard glittering eyes.

'I would give up every night I spent with her for one moment with you.'

She gasped as he walked swiftly over to her and pulled her up into his arms. 'I have not been un​faithful to you,' he whispered harshly into her hair. 'I have no intention of being unfaithful to you; I am going away tomorrow on business, nothing more.'

'But… but you did sleep with other women when you went away before,' she insisted shakily, afraid to naïvely believe all that he was saying. For all his ardour, there were still no words of love.

He drew back, peering down at her with anguish and regret in his gaze. 'Sometimes,' he groaned. 'Yes, sometimes. But that was because I was terrified of what I might do to you.'

'To me?'

'Damnation, Sophia, you're not that innocent! You must have realised how much I wanted you that night on the stairs. Why the hell do you think I took myself off the very next day? I had to do something, any​thing to stop myself from trying to take what I had no right to.'

'I…I see…'

'No, you probably don't see,' he muttered, his shoulders sagging as he turned away from her. 'How could you possibly?'

'But… but you have a right now, Jonathon,' she whispered, reaching up to place her small hands on his wide shoulders, to rest her face against his back. 'We're man and wife now, and I want you as much as you want me. Stay with me tonight. Make love to me. I… I need you, Jonathon.'

He spun round on a tortured groan, sweeping her hard against him and kissing her till they were both shaking with desire. 'Are you sure it's all right?' he rasped.

'Yes, of course it is. It always was.'

'I was worried I might be too rough with you, that I might do something… dangerous…'

'Then let me make love to you,' she suggested, her heart and stomach fluttering with excitement. 'I'll be careful, and very, very slow.'

He groaned his pleasure at the thought.

'God, how I've missed you,' he said thickly, pulling the pins out of her hair and stroking it down her back. 'You've no idea.'

'No more than I've missed you,' she murmured. 'Let me show you how much…'

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

When the cramping pains woke Sophia in the early hours of the morning, her first reaction was disbelief. This couldn't be happening to her again. It just couldn't!

But it seemed it was. The pains were very familiar.

'Oh, no,' she moaned aloud, tears fining her eyes. 'No…' She covered her face with her hands in grief and dismay.

Jonathon was immediately awake beside her, rolling over to take her shaking hands down from her face. 'What is it?' he asked anxiously. 'Are you ill?'

'The baby,' she sobbed. 'It's the baby. Oh, God…'

'Are you bleeding?'

'I… I don't know,' she choked out, having been too frightened to look.

Jonathon snapped on the bedside lamp and threw back the quilt. 'No, you're not,' he muttered, then threw the quilt back over her. 'Try to relax. I'm going to get dressed then take you straight to the hospital. It might only be a false alarm.'

He dragged on some warm clothes double-quick, bundled her into one of his large warm dressing-gowns and carried her straight down to the car. By this time she was moaning continually with the pain, which was simply dreadful, much worse than the last time.

'Hang on, Sophia,' he told her. 'Just hang on.' But he looked horribly worried and pale.

Despair consumed Sophia. It's all my fault, she began thinking. I should never have insisted we make love. Never. Now I'm going to lose the only real part of Jonathon I will ever have to love with all my heart. His baby…
It wasn't her own doctor who examined her when they reached the hospital, but he was a gynaecologist, there to deliver a baby. Sophia was in so much pain at this stage that she was oblivious to the probing hands, the glaring lights and the muttering voices. She was shivering and shaking, her skin was clammy, and nausea was beginning to swim in her stomach. Suddenly, she was violently ill all over the side of the bed, her stomach heaving all its contents onto the floor as the casualty nurse flew to get first a basin, then a mop and bucket.

Eventually, Sophia flopped back on the pillow, exhausted yet amazingly feeling a lot better. Her eyes closed on a weary sigh, her head shaking with con​fusion and a sprinkling of hope. Maybe this wasn't a miscarriage at all. Maybe she was simply ill.

The doctor immediately echoed her thoughts. 'I think perhaps some of your fears can be put to rest, Mr Parnell,' she heard him say. 'Your wife's obviously eaten something that didn't agree with her. You wouldn't by any chance have had some seafood during the last twelve hours or so, would you?'

'Yes, we had oysters at dinner last night, then lobster.'

'Since you aren't ill yourself, then it was probably a bad oyster. It only takes one.'

'Then my wife isn't going to lose the baby?'

'I didn't say that…' These words had Sophia's eyes flying open again in renewed panic. 'I'd like to keep her in overnight for observation. I'd also like to sedate her. Her system's received quite a shock. It needs a little calming down.' He turned and ordered the nurse to get something in what sounded like medical gobbledegook to Sophia. Her still-worried eyes turned to Jonathon.

He came forward and took her nearest hand in both of his. 'It's just a precaution, darling,' he said softly. 'Don't worry. You'll be fine. You don't think I'm going to let anything happen to my baby, do you?'

The prick of the needle in her arm was hardly noticed as all her attention remained on her hus​band's word. His baby. Was Charmaine right? Was that all she was to him, a baby-carrier?

No, no, that didn't seem right. Last night, when she'd made love to him, she could have sworn he'd looked up at her with love in his eyes. For the first time as she'd moved over him, their bodies blended, she'd felt a powerful emotional bond surge between them, something that transcended the sex. At last, it had been a meeting of souls as well as bodies. She'd fallen asleep afterwards, hugging that wonderful thought to her heart.

She drifted off to sleep now, clinging to that memory, hoping against hope.

When she finally resurfaced to a woozy conscious​ness, the hospital room was filled with daylight. It was also empty, a private room with only the one bed. The door was open, however, and as her wits gradually returned she could hear Jonathon's voice in the cor​ridor just outside.

'She's going to be all right? You're absolutely sure, Doctor? You're not just saying that?'

'Positive, Mr Parnell. We've checked her every hour all day. Her vital signs are very good and she's resting comfortably. Please stop worrying. The baby's fine as well.'

'I wasn't so worried about the baby. There can always be another baby. There can never be another Sophia. God… I don't know what I would do if any​thing ever happened to her.'

Sophia was stunned at the way Jonathon's voice shook and broke during these last amazing words. It sounded as if he was almost in tears. Her heart flooded with emotion and flowed over. He did love her. She had been right last night. He did…
Tears filled her own eyes just as he walked in. On seeing that she was awake yet seemingly distressed, he raced over, anxiety on his ravaged face. He hadn't shaved and there were lines of worry etched around his mouth and eyes. 'What is it? Are you still in pain? Do you want me to call the doctor? He's just walked off down the corridor. I could…'

She shook her head vigorously from side to side, unable to trust her voice for a few seconds. He con​tinued to look down at her with real concern and caring, and she wondered how she could have missed seeing that he loved her.

'Then what is it?' he persisted. 'Why are you crying?'

'You… you love me,' she said, and did her best to stop crying, gulping down the lump in her throat and blinking away the tears.

She saw his shock through her clearing gaze.

'No, I…'

'You do,' she insisted huskily. 'Don't he.'

His hands lifted to rake his rumpled hair back from his forehead, his eyes anguished. Turning abruptly, he strode over to stare through the window for a few moments before turning back to face her across the room.

'All right,' he admitted almost despairingly. 'All right, I love you. I've loved you all along, from the first moment I damned well set eyes on you. I took one look at you in my brother's arms—so sweet and warm and caring, yet at the same time so lovely and sensual and earthy—and I knew that everything I had felt for Charmaine had been a sham, a shallow, dis​gusting sham.'

His laughter was full of self-mockery. 'She knew it, of course. I was the only fool to be deceived, thinking lust was love. My only excuse was that she was a damned good actress, promising all sorts of things that made me think my relationship with her was the real thing. I suspected as much when I first found out she'd deceived me, but once I met you and saw what real love was, I finally appreciated the ugly reality of women like Charmaine. It revolted me to think I had ever touched her.'

'I… I really thought you'd loved her,' Sophia said incredulously. 'When you said you would never marry again, I thought that was because your heart was broken.'

'The only reason I told you I'd never marry again was because I'd fallen in love with you. God, do you know what it was like, promising Godfrey to marry you? It was my deepest dream, and my darkest nightmare. I tried telling myself it would seem a noble sacrifice, that others would pat me on the back for my brotherly love, when all the while, down in the hell reserved for ruthless bastards like myself I was plotting to steal, if not your heart, then your body.'

'But you didn't,' Sophia protested. 'And you're not a ruthless bastard! You're a kind, good man, a fine man. You did everything you could not to do the wrong thing. In the end, I offered myself to you, re​member? In the circumstances, I made it impossible for you to resist the temptation.'

His smile was wry and rueful at the same time. 'You did at that, my sweet. And I do thank you for your generous words. Yes, I could no more walk away that night when I saw Harvey pawing at you than I could have cut out my own tongue. And it was good, wasn't it? You've enjoyed being in my bed, haven't you? And now, we're having a baby together. Does it matter that I'm in love with you? Is that so disastrous now? God…'

He shook his head in an agony of emotional dis​tress. 'How long do I have to carry this burden of guilt around with me? You told me often enough that Godfrey wouldn't mind us being together, wouldn't mind if you had my baby, and I did my best to believe you, even when underneath I found it almost impossible.'

He dragged in then expelled another ragged sigh. Sophia was struck dumb by what she was hearing. 'The only way I could justify what I eventually stole from him was to reason that I had only won that part of you which he obviously hadn't—your sexuality. I thought that if I kept our relationship to a strictly physical one, if I left your heart to his memory, if all we ever seemed to have were meetings of bodies and not souls, then I could live with the guilt.

'But I see now I was deluding myself,' he went on with a cynical laugh. 'My supposed sacrifice in leaving your love for Godfrey was all a lie. While telling myself I didn't want you falling in love with me, underneath I craved it far more than I craved your body. I know now that you'll never love me as you loved Godfrey, Sophia. But does it really matter if I love you? Does it, dammit?'

'You're right, Jonathon,' she managed to say in a strangled tone. 'I will never love you as I loved Godfrey…'

A huge lump gathered in her chest as Jonathon stiffened, squared his shoulders against the hurt her words might seemingly have delivered.

'Because the love I held for your brother,' she went on shakily, 'is nothing like the love I hold for you…'

Jonathon's eyes snapped wide, fixing on her face with an expression full of the most heart-rending hope.

'Godfrey was the father I had lost, the friend I'd never had, a fantasy-like figure who fulfilled some of my schoolgirl needs; but you were right… he was as far removed from the real world as the characters in the books he loved. Although we grew to love each other and lean on each other, he was not, and would never have become, my love and my lover in the real sense of the word. I can see that now. Godfrey was an undersexed man, far more comfortable thinking about love than making love. The one time we were together was a disaster, physically. Godfrey knew it, but I… I was naïve enough to think things would im​prove with time.'

She shook her head, smiling with sadness at the memory. 'Godfrey was far wiser, though, than either of us gave him credit for. I think he pushed us together because he sensed the chemistry that had vibrated be​tween us from the start. Oh, yes, I can see that too now. Why else did I become such a ninny whenever you came within breathing distance of me? Do you think I normally go round blushing and stammering like some simpering eighteenth-century ingénue? I can assure you I don't! But with you… with you, Jonathon, I was a constant mess.'

'Are you saying you've loved me all along?' he asked, utterly taken aback.

'No, I don't think so any more than I think you loved me all along. It was desire we both felt in the beginning. But, somewhere along the line, our desire for each other did deepen to love. We grew to know each other and we liked what we saw.'

'So wise,' he murmured, 'for one so young.' He came slowly forward to stand beside her bed and take her hand. 'I'm not sure why you liked what you saw, but I know damned well why I liked what I saw. I don't think I deserve your love, my darling, but I'm going to take it and guard it as jealously as the most precious masterpiece. For your love is a priceless treasure. Priceless …'

He bent and lifted the palm of her hand to his mouth, closing his eyes and kissing it tenderly for some long wonderfully intimate moments. At last, he opened his eyes and put her hand down.

'Mother and Maud are down the corridor, waiting to see you,' he said. 'Can I call them in?'

'Of course.'

'And Wilma hasn't been off the phone. I should call her back now that I'm sure you're OK.'

'Of course.'

'Do you promise to love me forever and ever, till death us do part?'

She smiled. 'Of course…'

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

'You're sure you can cope?'

'I've had children of my own, Sophia,' Ivy said with a new firmness. 'One five-month-old baby boy won't give me any trouble, will you, Godfrey?' She clucked the baby under the chin.

Godfrey slept on regardless.

'He's such a good baby,' Ivy assured her. 'Stop worrying.'

Sophia glanced down at her son and marvelled anew. Although he was the image of his father, with masses of dark hair and long strong limbs, he cer​tainly took after his namesake with his placid nature.

She'd been so thrilled when Jonathon had sug​gested Godfrey as his name, the gesture proving so much more than a million verbal reassurances. Since their baby had been born Jonathon had been a much more relaxed man all round. He adored little Godfrey.

Sophia herself was besotted with the child, though she tried to hide it a little. Being a wife and mother was a matter of juggling one's affections, she realised, which was why she'd agreed to Jonathon's suggestion that they go away for a while so that they could spend some time alone together.

Sophia was more than eager to have her handsome husband all to herself, but it was hard to let go of her maternal responsibilities.

'I left a copy of his routine on the kitchen notice-board,' she said for the umpteenth time.

'Yes, dear.' Ivy was patience itself. 'If I'm in any doubt, I can ask Maud. If I get desperate, I could even call on little Godfrey's godparents.'

Sophia felt a resurgence of panic. 'But Wilma's never had a baby! And Harvey's hopeless with children. He said so.'

'Stop fussing, Sophia,' Jonathon said affection​ately as he came down the stairs, suitcases in hand.

Sophia sighed. 'I'm beginning to become a worry-wart, I think.'

'Which is why you need a break. Come on, get your handbag; we have a plane to catch.' Jonathon put the cases down near the front door then came back to give his mother, then the baby a peck on the cheek. 'Bye, son. Keep your grandmother in line and don't let her start you on the ballet lessons just yet.'

Ivy looked sheepish.

'You can play him Mozart instead,' he grinned, bringing a look of surprise from both his mother and his wife. 'Ready, Sophia?'

'Yes. Have you said goodbye to Maud?'

'Sure have. Don't worry about coming outside to wave us off, Mother. There's a bit of a breeze and it might wake Godfrey. See you in a little over two weeks. Open the door for me, Sophia. God, these cases are heavy.'

Once the front door was shut and the baby was out of sight, Sophia turned her thoughts to the holiday ahead of her. 'Just think. Two whole weeks on a tropical island. Are you sure I haven't forgotten any​thing, Jonathon?'

'Only the kitchen sink,' he laughed, 'and I'm not absolutely certain you haven't packed that either. What on earth have you got in here?' he asked as he slung the cases into the boot.

'Only clothes.'

He waggled his eyebrows at her as he came round to open the passenger door. 'You won't be needing too many of those.'

'Neither will you,' she countered with a saucy grin.

Jonathon bent to help her put her seatbelt on, taking advantage of the moment to kiss her.

Maud broke the highly charged moment by bursting forth from the house and running down the steps. 'I'm glad I caught you before you went. Wilma just called to wish you bon voyage and tell you not to worry about anything at the office while you're gone. She has everything firmly under control.'

'I don't doubt it,' Jonathon muttered drily under his breath. 'By the time I get back, she'll probably have control of the whole company.'

'You're the one who offered her a partnership,' Sophia reminded him on the quiet.

'In a moment of weakness before Godfrey was born. The woman's a vampire!' He straightened to throw Maud a parting smile. 'Thanks, Maud. If you're talking to Wilma, tell her not to do anything I wouldn't do.'

'Which gives her a wide range of options,' Sophia commented drily as Jonathon drove off.

'It does not!' he countered. 'I happen to be a very conservative businessman.'

'But not so conservative in the bedroom.'

'I don't notice you complaining, wife. Not that I've had all that much opportunity to show my talents lately.'

'Which is why we're off to Bora Bora for two weeks. Just think, Jonathon. Moonlight strolls along the white sands…skinny-dipping at midnight in the warm water… sharing a hammock under the softly swaying palms. Oh, I can't wait.'

He groaned. 'Keep up those descriptions and I won't be able to either.'

They glanced across at each other, their eyes glitter​ing with anticipation.

'I do so love you, Mr Parnell,' Sophia said softly.

'And I love you, Mrs Parnell.'

'There's only one thing that would make our lives perfect.'

'Oh?'

'A little brother or sister for Godfrey.'

'You want another baby already?'

'Uh-huh. I know you suggested that I go on the Pill for a while, and I did get some from the doctor, and I should have started taking them last week, but I…I didn't.'

'Where are they?' he asked, frowning.

'I… um… I left them behind.'

'She left them behind,' he repeated drily.

Sophia gulped. 'You don't mind, do you?'

'Mind? I'm very disappointed!'

'You are? Oh, dear. Well, in that case I… I…'

'There I was,' he interrupted curtly, 'thinking that when I got to the airport you could open your case and throw the damned pills away. It would have made the luggage so much lighter.'

'Jonathon Parnell, you're teasing me.'

'Would I do such a thing?' He grinned.

Not once, she thought. When she first met him, he would never have done such a light-hearted thing. But he was a different man now, a different man in every way. Love had changed him. Oh, she was so happy. So very happy.

'I tell you what,' he said with a wicked smile and glittering blue eyes. 'What say when we get to the car park I open your case and you leave all your underwear behind?'

'Jonathon Parnell, I will do no such thing. You behave yourself!'

'Not on your Nelly. This is the first time I've had you all to myself for months and I'm not going to waste a minute. The underwear stays behind! You can start with those sensible cotton knickers I saw you putting on this morning. Take them off.'

'I can't do that!' she gasped. 'I…I'd be self-conscious all the time. I wouldn't be able to look at you in the airport or on the plane without knowing that you knew I was naked underneath.'

'That's the general idea.'

'Oh…'

When she blushed, Jonathon laughed. But softly, teasingly. His hand came over to gently stroke her cheek. 'I do so love you, Mrs Parnell. If the idea really embarrasses you, forget about it.'

'I…I'll think about it.'

'You do that, darling.'

She slanted him a sharp look, well aware that he was depending on her thinking about it, the devil. And in the end she would do what he wanted. She always ended up doing what he wanted!

There again… she always ended up wanting what he wanted anyway.

Her soft chuckle carried a wry acceptance of her weakness in loving this man so much.

'May I share the source of your amusement?' he asked, smiling.

She smiled back. 'I'm sure you will, you bad man. The very first chance you get.'

